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BOOK I


AYRTON COLLEGE





AS the bell ceased tolling the Head Master of Ayrton College walked into the ante-chapel and beckoned to the Senior Commoner. The boy came forward eagerly. His name was Harold Weir. The Head Master’s name was Chatterton.


“Do you know King Said of Euphratia?” said the latter. “Is he a friend of yours?”


“No, sir.”


“He’s coming down to Ayrton this afternoon. You could show him round, couldn’t you?”


“Oh yes, sir.”


Chatterton nodded and turned away. Harold and the other members of the Sixth Form walked slowly into Chapel and the congregation stood up. The sound of the organ swelled.


The King of Euphratia lunched with Dr. Chatterton and his family. He was accompanied by the High Commissioner for Egypt, whose son was a member of Ayrton College. Harold Weir met them as they left the Head Master’s. He looked in embarrassment at King Said’s discoloured teeth.


“Permettez-moi, votre Majesté, de vous presenter le capitaine du collège,” said the High Commissioner.


“Oui, oui,” replied Said vaguely.


Beside the High Commissioner he looked very undistinguished.


They moved away and crossed the School Yard. It was a misty afternoon in September. Above their heads a clock chimed. The High Commissioner talked on in his fluent French. His appearance was very dapper.


“Oui, oui,” ejaculated the King at intervals. He was very bored.


Harold Weir and the High Commissioner’s son walked behind without speaking. The former was aged eighteen and wore a tail coat and a stick-up collar. The latter was aged thirteen and wore a round coat and a turned down collar. They had nothing to say to each other.


“Oui, oui,” remarked Said, spitting on to the stone pavement.


Harold left them at the entrance to the Yard and walked back to his house. On the staircase he met the matron.


“Do you know who I’ve been seeing, ma’am?” he smiled. “King Said of Euphratia.”


“My goodness, Weir. Whoever’s he?”


“Oh, you know, ma’am. An oriental potentate.”


He changed his clothes and set out for the football field. He had been at Ayrton College for five years, but still did not understand the rules of the game. On the field where the boys of his house were playing, the housemaster, Mr. McIsaacs, stood watching. He was a thin man with short grey hair and a grey moustache. As a younger man he had been one of the best football players among the masters. On seeing Harold he smiled.


“Well,” he asked, “have you got rid of the old King-pot?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Could he talk English?”


“He spoke French, sir. Sir John Boyd was with him.”


McIsaacs nodded, Harold took off his sweater. The ball was kicked to their side of the ground and the players shouted to one another. Most of them had muddy knees. A few wore coloured shirts and coloured stockings. The mud on the ground squelched as they moved. McIsaacs began to walk up and down.


When the game was finished the boys walked away in groups. Harold accompanied a tall fair-haired boy who was the Captain of Games for McIsaacs’ house. He was a peer. His title was Broderick and his Christian name was Douglas. He and Harold were the oldest and most prominent members of the house. A year ago they had not been on speaking terms, but circumstances had now obliged them to “mess” together, that is, have tea together every day. They behaved with deference towards each other. Harold admired Broderick and seldom entered into an argument with him. They had not a single interest in common. They walked back arm in arm towards the School Yard.


“Well, that wasn’t such a bad game,” remarked Harold. They never alluded to his own play. There was nothing to be said about it. As head boy of the house he had to be included in the side, although anyone else would have been of more use.


“No, not so bad,” replied Broderick clearing his throat. “We just haven’t got anybody who can run.”


“No.”


“Have you got anything for tea?”


“Weren’t you going to get some sausages?”


“Oh, all right.” Broderick stopped to kick some mud off his boots. “I’ll send a boy down for them.”


As they strolled across the Yard two small boys passed them going in the opposite direction. One of them, who was plump with a wide mouth, glanced at Harold with a smile. The other did not look up and Harold cast down his eyes in embarrassment. The second boy and he had never spoken to each other, but since first seeing him Harold had thought more persistently about this boy than about anyone else. He was called Murray Gawthorne. Harold wondered whether they would ever speak. When he was alone he imagined himself doing so, but whenever he saw the other boy he felt that it was impossible. Murray Gawthorne was quite a young boy and was not in the same house as Harold and Broderick. He had a bad reputation. Harold was the Senior Commoner and if he sought out Murray Gawthorne it could be for only one reason. It was impossible for him to seek out Murray. He remembered the vacant look in King Said’s eyes. If it had not been for Murray’s bad reputation Harold would never have been interested in him. He sighed.


Broderick and he went upstairs and into the bathroom. The room was full of steam and the floor was wet. Three boys were already there, one lying in the bath, another sitting on a chair beside it, and a third standing with his back to the wall, swinging the ends of a scarf round his neck. All were among the six senior boys in the house.


“I say, do you mind if I come in after you?” said Broderick to the boy in the bath. The others said nothing, and the boy addressed nodded his head and sank further down into the water. His name was Carvell. He talked with an impediment in his speech. Broderick, who despised the members of his own house because few of them had athletic distinctions, preferred him to the others. Carvell said things now and then which made him laugh. The boy sitting beside the bath was called Irman and the one with his back to the wall was called Allerton. Neither of them was of interest to Harold or Broderick.


“M’tutor was looking for you,” said Irman glancing up at Harold.


“Oh, was he?”


Harold turned and went out of the bathroom. The door did not shut properly. As he walked downstairs Broderick’s voice rang out from above, calling a fag. Allerton’s voice joined in and there was a scuffle of many footsteps. The fags were all running in the direction of the bathroom. Harold took a letter from the rack which hung at the bottom of the stair-case. It was from his mother. He knocked at the door of McIsaacs’ study.


“Come in,” said the familiar voice in its precise tone.


Harold went in, his head thrust forward expectantly. The house-master sat in an easy chair reading the Spectator through a pair of pince-nez. He already wore his dinner jacket and a stiff-fronted shirt.


“Have I kept you waiting, sir?” said Harold.


“No, no. I’ve merely got a message for you from the Provost. He wants you to dine with him to-morrow.”


“Oh!”


“I met him in the street just now and he asked me to let you know.”


“Oh yes, sir, I should like to.” Harold took out his handkerchief and blew his nose.


“Such high circles as you move in nowadays!” said McIsaacs, smiling and twitching his shoulders.


“Don’t you find it very interesting at the Provosts, sir?” interposed Harold hastily. He was wondering whether his evening clothes were in his room or at the tailors.


“Don’t know. I’ve never been.”


McIsaacs rose from his chair, put his pince-nez in its case and stood looking out of the window. It was dusk and the street lamps were lit. A chestnut tree grew in the small garden between the house and the pavement. McIsaacs watched the passers-by. His grey eyes expressed curiosity and yet disinterest. Their expression was very alert. His figure was as straight as a ramrod.


“Did you wish you were playing this afternoon, sir?” smiled Harold. He rested one hand on the large rectangular table. It was covered with a red baize cloth on which more than one ink stain was visible.


“My ‘footer’ days are past, old man. I’m getting too brittle.”


“But I suppose you’ll turn out to one or two games.” Harold pinched the red baize cloth between his finger and thumb.


“Yes, I don’t expect they’ll let me shirk ’em all. Come in.”


Somebody had knocked at the door on the far side of the room. In the passage from which Harold had come somebody was whistling. McIsaacs glanced towards the door on the far side as a woman’s head appeared round it. Her hair was dark and her cheeks had a bright colour. Her large eyes were brown. She was McIsaacs’ wife.


“Oh, I’m sorry to disturb you,” she smiled.


McIsaacs went towards her and listened to what she had to say. He cast down his eyes but their expression remained unchanged. Mrs. McIsaacs was one of the most popular women in Ayrton. She had two sons and a daughter. Harold looked out of the window, listening to the low sound of her voice. It was full in tone and very agreeable. He remembered the unopened letter from his mother. Outside in the passage the whistling had ceased.


“Generally speaking I should say ‘No’,” remarked McIsaacs raising his head. His grey hair was cut very short and brushed upwards from his forehead in a wave. “It sounds to me like pure piffle.”


His wife smiled and put her hand behind her to find the knob of the door. Her red cheeks glowed with health.


“Harold looks as if he had been having an energetic game,” she said, moving her head to one side so that the boy was visible to her. He was still dressed in football clothes. He blushed and McIsaacs tapped him smartly on the chest.


“Game!” repeated McIsaacs. “He’s been spending the afternoon with foreign royalties.”


“King Said of Euphratia, ma’am,” smiled Harold.


He remembered the King’s long brown overcoat and brown felt hat.


Somebody knocked at the door on the near side of the study and Mrs. McIsaacs withdrew. Her husband followed her into the passage and returned after a minute, whistling. A small boy had come into the room and stood twisting a card between his hands. Harold went out. As he shut the door he heard the sound of McIsaacs unlocking his rolled-top desk. Upstairs a voice was calling for a fag.


*


Harold found that Broderick had invited to tea a boy who had left McIsaacs’ house at the end of the previous term. His name was Pettingell and he had motored over from Oxford for the day. He and Broderick had been at the same preparatory school. They amused one another, Pettingell took nothing very seriously. He had red hair and a pale face which was not without charm. On seeing Harold he raised his finger to his forehead as if saluting one of the masters.


“Hullo!” said Harold leaning his back against Broderick’s desk. They always had tea in the latter’s room. On the walls were pinned photographs of numerous members of a society to which Broderick belonged. The boys in the photographs wore stick-up collars and had flowers in their button-holes. The faces of all save one or two had a certain distinctiveness. Their youthfulness sat upon them like a garment.


“Well, Captain,” said Pettingell.


“Are you staying to tea?” smiled Harold. “I wonder if we have enough sausages.”


“I’ve got some eggs, anyway,” said Broderick going over to his cupboard. He had put on thick carpet slippers and his tread was heavy. Pettingell settled himself more comfortably in his chair, making the wicker creak. He was playing with a knotted cane.


Somebody tapped at the door.


“Come in!” said Pettingell absent-mindedly. “Sorry,” he added, as Broderick looked round.


“Oh, carry on, old man,” replied the latter in an assumed voice. He unpacked two eggs and closed the door of the cupboard.


A fag came in carrying two plates of sausages and mashed potatoes. On seeing Pettingell he started, and on noticing the cane in his hand, smiled. Pettingell chuckled. Harold looked away in annoyance and changed the position of the plates on the table.


“Here, boy,” said Broderick, “just fry two eggs for Mr. Pettingell. You know who I mean, don’t you? The old gentleman with the pink hair.”


The boy blushed confusedly but his eyes looked pleased.


“Give them to one of my fags,” interposed Harold, “and bring the tea in now.”


“Yes,” said the boy, taking the eggs in one hand and turning away towards the door. He was just over four feet high and his hair was very carefully brushed.


“Sorry I can’t offer you a cigar, old man,” said Broderick raising his eyebrows at Pettingell and drawing up a chair.


“Go and have a cigarette with m’tutor afterwards,” added Harold.


“Is m’tutor in?” Pettingell rose from the chair and took his seat nearer the table on an ottoman. “I met Mrs. McIsaacs in Sheldon’s Lane.”


“Yes, he’s in,” said Harold, imitating the precise tone of the house-master’s voice.


Another knock came at the door and before anyone replied, the matron walked in, finishing as she did so a sentence addressed to a boy in the passage. They all stood up. Pettingell went forward and shook hands with her. Her name was Curtis and her sister was matron at one of the other houses. She had a small red face with bright eyes and a wide mouth. Her voice was high-pitched and her steps unusually quick. Nobody was attached to her, but everybody accepted her and she accepted everybody. She was interested in none of the boys, but had an opinion about all of them and all had the same opinion about her.


“Well, Charles, how nice to see you again,” she said, looking up into Pettingell’s face. “I wanted to be sure of catching you, because you left a parcel of washing here at the end of last term. I’m sure I don’t know how it got left. Do sit down,” she added with a glance at Harold and Broderick.


“Oh, thanks, ma’am,” said Pettingell.


“And how do you like Oxford? Are you rowing?”


“Yes.”


“You poor things. I’ve been thinking of you rowing during all this wet weather. Has it been as wet at Oxford as it has been here?”


“Take his temperature, ma’am,” said Broderick beginning to cut up a sausage.


“Yes, I expect you miss me taking your temperature,” went on Miss Curtis. “I should have a nice job looking after Old Boys as well as you boys, shouldn’t I? But honestly, Charles, have you been keeping well at Oxford? Is it fun?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“I bet it is. Well, I must go now. You can call for your washing in my room before you go. Have you seen tutor yet?”


“No, ma’am, he wasn’t in his study.”


“I expect he knows you’re here. Did you come in a car of your own?”


“No, ma’am.” Pettingell put his hands in his pockets and bent one knee.


“I suppose motoring will be the next thing you take to.” Miss Curtis opened the door as she spoke and glanced out into the passage. Somebody was throwing his boots outside the door. Everywhere was a smell of cooking. “See you again, Charles,” she continued. “Give my love to your mother.”


“Have a piece of cake, ma’am,” said Broderick turning his head.


Miss Curtis had already gone and the fag came in with a plate of fried eggs.


“No, thank you,” came the matron’s shrill voice from the passage.


“No, thank you,” repeated Broderick, imitating the tone of her voice.


“All right,” said Harold nodding at the fag.


*


Dinner at the Provost’s was at eight o’clock, and a new moon was shining as Harold walked across School Yard. It was cold. There was a feeling of emptiness in the air. Such electric light as was visible looked out of place.


The Provost of Ayrton was named Hilary Thomas and he lived with his sister, Mrs. Bowes. They occasionally invited boys to dine on Sundays, and only such boys as were invited had ever spoken to Thomas. The rest of the school knew nothing of him except his reputation for immense learning. He was a scholar of great distinction. All the boys, however, had received the impression that he was a kind and tolerant man.


At dinner Harold found himself seated on the Provost’s right. Two more boys were present and Mrs. Bowes sat at the other end of the table.


“Did you go abroad during the summer, sir?” asked Harold, wiping his mouth on his napkin.


“Why, yes,” replied the Provost, his eyes resting on the top of his sister’s head. “A friend of mine from Cambridge went walking with me in France.”


“Chartres? Bourges?”


“Chartres we went to, not Bourges. Then into Burgundy. Between ourselves, I’ve never been to Bourges at all.”


“Chartres must be wonderful.”


“Very wonderful.” Thomas looked from Mrs. Bowes to Harold and a twinkle appeared in his eyes. He was a big man with a colourless face and a long thin mouth. He wore a pair of steel-rimmed spectacles. “In old days I used to go walking in France during every Easter vacation,” he went on. “I got to know it pretty well, one way and another. Of course the University Boat Race happens then, and I remember the straits one used to be put to, bluffing it out that one didn’t know who had won.”


Everybody laughed and Mrs. Bowes filled her glass with water. The others were drinking wine.


“Hilary, what is the name of that old church in Abbeville which is so beautiful?” she asked, raising her glass. Thomas wrinkled his brow and again glanced at Harold with a twinkle in his eye.


“The one Ruskin talks of,” she continued. “I remember your writing a letter to The Times about it.”


“Saint Vulfran,” said the Provost.


“Yes; Saint Vulfran. I always feel I should like to read about him. There are so many saints who mean little more to one than their names.”


“Yes,” murmured Harold glancing at the wine-glass of the boy opposite him.


“I know,” said the Provost, sitting back in his chair. “Thers’s no better reading than the lives of the Saints. Of course it’s the sort of reading that one sinks into gradually. It isn’t exactly poetry. I think the poets are the fellows whom it would be most difficult to do without.”


“You mean Shakespeare,” said Mrs. Bowes. She was serving out portions of steak and kidney pie and her head was bent over the dish. She spoke in a squeaky voice. She had fine blue eyes set wide apart and a pale wrinkled skin. A maid servant took away one of the plates and gave it to the boy on Mrs. Bowes’ left. His name was Carstairs and he had already won a scholarship at Oxford,


“Yes, Shakespeare,” repeated the Provost setting down his glass. “If I had to be wrecked on an island with three or four books, I should take my Shakespeare with me.”


“And Dickens, I am sure, Hilary,” said Mrs. Bowes.


“Yes, I should find it very difficult to get on without Dickens.”


“And then Milton?” said Harold tentatively. The maid changed his plate and Carstairs picked up Mrs. Bowes’ handkerchief which had fallen.


“No, I think one of the Greek gentlemen would have to go next,” replied the Provost. “Mr. Homer or——”


Mrs. Bowes interrupted him and the conversation changed. Harold returned in his mind to the subject of the Greeks. He thought of Murray Gawthorne. There was nothing Greek in Murray’s appearance. He had a full mouth and his eyes slanted. Harold had never looked him directly in the face and had never heard the sound of his voice. There was something altogether immodest in the boy’s figure. Harold thought with dismay of what Thomas and Mrs. Bowes would say if they knew what Murray meant to him. The Provost was filling his pipe under the table and continued to talk in his quiet measured tones. There was something patient in his voice. It was difficult to imagine what he had looked like as a young man. He lit his pipe and passed round the port.


“Bring the coffee in here,” said Mrs. Bowes to the maid. She pronounced her “r’s” in a peculiar manner.


Later they sat in the Provost’s study. Mrs. Bowes brought out her embroidery and put on a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles. A fire burned cheerfully in the grate.


One of the boys asked Thomas to read out loud.


“Something of Dickens,” murmured Carstairs crossing his legs. He always spoke quietly and without any urgency in his tone.


“Do, Hilary,” added Mrs. Bowes.


Thomas rose to his feet and went over to one of the book-shelves. Although his figure was bulky and he did not tread lightly, the impression which he made was not one of heaviness. The sides of the room were in darkness and he pushed up his spectacles so as to examine the books with his naked eye. Harold looked into the fire. Thomas returned and sat down again in his big armchair. Mrs. Bowes adjusted the lamp.


He read two extracts from the Pickwick Papers. The fire went down and burnt up again. A clock on the mantelpiece struck the quarters of the hour. From time to time somebody laughed. Harold listened less to the words themselves than to the inflexions of the Provost’s voice. He read admirably, as if he beheld the persons of the story in his mind’s eye. Now and then he puffed at his pipe. Here and there he chuckled as he read. His measured voice rose and fell like the pen of the writer as he first wrote the words. He turned over two pages at once and turned back to the proper place with a chuckle. His tone did not vary and the sense of the story varied as was meant.


Harold looked round. The Provost had stopped reading and was wiping his eyes with his handkerchief. His body still shook.


“Thank you, Hilary,” said Mrs. Bowes without looking up from her embroidery. “I think that last chapter is quite delicious.”


“Thank you, sir,” murmured the others.


Thomas repeated a sentence which he had just read and Harold smiled. He thought of the Provost with his books on a desert island and then again of Murray Gawthorne. Carstairs’ quiet voice was audible.


“Well, I suppose I must go to bed,” said Thomas at last. “I have to catch a train to-morrow morning.”


The boys rose and Mrs. Bowes took off her spectacles. Thomas looked into the fire. His thin lips still wore a look of amusement.


“Oh, do have some lemonade before you go,” said Mrs. Bowes. “I’m afraid it’s not very comforting on a cold night, but I haven’t heard any rain outside.”


“No, I don’t think it’s been raining,” replied Carstairs. He took a glass of lemonade and looked at a portrait which hung over the door. The other boys sipped their drinks. Thomas rose to his feet and put his book on the mantelpiece. His waistcoat had become creased. He still held his pipe at one corner of his mouth.


“Yes, that picture,” remarked Mrs. Bowes following with her own the direction of Carstairs’ glance. “Isn’t it an interesting piece of work? It was given to the Provost. Some people say it’s Edward the Fourth and some people say it’s Ninon de L’Enclos, so whatever is one to do?”


Harold smiled, looking not at the picture but at the Provost.


“Very curious,” said the latter. “I think myself it has more to do with Edward the Fourth.”


The boys took their leave and put on their overcoats in the hall. It was nearly a quarter to eleven. They walked together across School Yard and knocked at the porter’s lodge for the door to be opened to them. A cold wind blew and one or two dead leaves were tossed across the paving stones. Looking back, Harold noticed the lights still burning in the Provost’s lodge.


“Thank you,” said the three boys as the porter unlocked the door. He was a short old man with a watch chain hung across his middle.


They passed through the door.


“Good night,” smiled Carstairs.


“An amusing evening, didn’t you think?” replied Harold. He did not wish to part from the other boys.


“Very.” Carstairs shivered and adjusted his scarf. “The Provost’s always in marvellous form.”


“I know.”


“Well, good night, Harold.”


Carstairs went off in one direction and Harold and the third boy in another. Their steps rang out in the deserted streets.


*


As Senior Commoner Harold had many opportunities of seeing the Head Master. With the exception of Murray Gawthorne, Dr. Chatterton appealed to him more strongly than did anyone in the community of Ayrton. Chatterton was a brilliant and charming man, but although most boys were conscious of his charm, they resisted the impression that it made upon them. Harold did not. Chatterton was the man whom he most wished to resemble.


“I had a letter from John Boyd this morning,” remarked the Head Master as they walked away from school towards his house. “He appears to think that King Said was agreeably impressed.”


“Was it his first visit to England, sir?”


“I really forget. He talked to my wife most of the time at lunch.”


Mrs. Chatterton was a big woman with a mass of light brown hair. She spoke in a deep, muffled voice. Her manner was calm and unperturbed. She met her husband and Harold in the corridor of the house and stopped to talk to them. Her brown eyes shone with good humour.


“Harold did the honours for King What’s-his-name on Saturday,” said Chatterton.


“Oh, I’m glad you met him,” she replied. The words seemed to be gargled at the back of her throat. “Didn’t you think he was a charming Gilbert and Sullivan monarch?”


“I did,” smiled Harold, brushing his top hat with his sleeve.


“I think it’s nice to imagine that such monarchs still exist. Oliver,” she continued, turning to her husband, “I must talk to you about domestic matters for two minutes. I’m sure Harold understands that domestic matters have to be talked about.”


“Just wait in my study, Harold,” said Chatterton feeling in the pockets of his cassock.


Husband and wife went into a room from which came the sound of a piano. Harold opened a door on the same side of the passage and looked in. It was the Head Master’s study and books and papers lay on all the tables and chairs. A small electric stove stood before the fireplace.


“Oh, good morning,” said Harold.


The other person in the room looked round hurriedly. She was the Head Master’s second daughter, Anne.


Harold bowed awkwardly and came towards her holding his hat before him like a shield.


“I came here with the Head Master,” he smiled. “He’s in the next room.”


“Oh yes. I’m helping him with his letters while Mr. Bentham’s away.”


Harold noticed a type-writer on the open desk. A twig of ivy beat against the window pane.


“Won’t you sit down somewhere till father comes?” said Miss Chatterton.


“Oh, don’t let me disturb you.”


She pushed back her fair hair. In appearance and manner she took after her father rather than her mother. She had a big frame; but her eyes, like his were blue and restless in their expression and her chin was long and pointed. When he came in their eyes met for a moment in a friendly glance.


“Your mother wants to see that letter from Mr. Squire,” he remarked, going over to the mantelpiece. “Did I take it or did you?”


“It’s here.”


“I think you might show it to her. She’s rather excited about it.”


Anne went out of the room like a bird seeking to put its head under its wing. Chatterton took a pipe from the mantelpiece and lit it. The movement was a restless one. He sat down on the fender and stretched out his legs before him. The shoes which appeared under the skirt of his dark cassock were small and square toed. The ivy still tapped against the window pane.


“I hear your daughter’s doing secretary for you, sir,” said Harold.


“Yes. Luckily she’d once taken a course of training at Pitman’s School. Have you ever been to Pitman’s School?”


He tapped with his fingers against the bars of the fender. His voice was light in quality and he sought to extend its range by the tone in which he spoke.


“I got a letter this morning from somebody who wants to teach shorthand at Ayrton,” he continued. “It’s behind you there on the table. No, not that pile, those are Juniors’ essays, aren’t they?” he added as Harold began to look among the papers. “Aren’t those letters there in the middle?”


“Yes, sir,” said the other, giving Chatterton a number of type-written sheets.


“By George, yes, I must send this to Mr. Massingham.” Chatterton put the uppermost letter on one side and began to look through the rest. He hummed as he did so. Harold seated himself on the arm of the sofa and glanced at the papers below him. They were copies of Greek Iambics.


“Oh, by the way,” said Chatterton, taking his pipe out of his mouth and then putting it back again; “have you ever heard of a gentleman called Will Campion?”


Harold started. He wondered whether he had heard aright.


“Do you mean the actor, sir?” he replied wrinkling his forehead.


“He is an actor, is he? Somebody told me he was. He’s just taken a house near Ayrton.”


The Head Master stretched out his hand behind him and took up a box of matches.


“He appears to enjoy an unsavoury reputation,” he continued, holding a match to his pipe. “You don’t know anything about him I suppose.”


“I’ve seen him act, once or twice.”


“Have you heard that he’s an undesirable person?”


“Yes, sir, I have.”


“There doesn’t seem to be much doubt of it?” Chatterton drew in his feet under him and surveyed the patch of carpet which they had covered. Harold’s heart beat painfully. His eyes rested on the Head Master’s ruffled grey hair.


“Has he made advances to any boys yet, sir?” he asked.


“I believe so, just the boys whom one would suppose.”


Harold looked down again at the Greek Iambics. Chatterton puffed at his pipe. His hands still held the pile of letters.


“Would you know Mr. Campion by sight?” he added stretching his feet in front of him again.


“Oh yes, sir.”


“He’s not acting now, I believe.”


“No, I don’t think he is.”


Harold surveyed his own feet and Chatterton began turning over the letters in his hand. He dropped one and the boy picked it up. In another room the sound of the piano was again audible.


Harold thought intently of Will Campion and the play in which he had seen him act. That had been two years ago. Campion was a young man of medium height and undistinguished appearance. He had a pale flat face and fair hair which he wore long. He talked in a nasal tone.


“He looks pasty faced,” said Harold’s mother who had also seen him act.


He did, but his acting was full of charm. On the stage he had dignity. There was intensity in what he expressed. Harold had been deeply moved by his performance, and the stories which were current about Campion had hurt him. Then Campion had been forgotten. The Head Master took a pair of pince-nez from the pocket of his cassock and put them on his nose.


“Have you been writing lately, sir?” said Harold looking up.


Chatterton smiled. Since he had been Head Master of Ayrton he had published a collection of fairy stories and two books of humorous verse.


“No,” he smiled. “I never get time. I must do an article for the Statesman this week, though.”


“Oh, yes.”


“D’you know Jim Mayhew, the editor? He’s coming down to stay next week-end.”


“I try to see the Statesman most weeks,” said Harold aimlessly.


“You might come to dinner when he’s here, on Sunday,” Chatterton dropped two papers from his lap and caught them on the calf of his leg. “Just remind my wife sometime beforehand.”


“Thank you, sir.”


The Head Master rose and went over to his desk, humming and moving his fingers restlessly. He was not a fat man but he looked stout. His face was fine in profile.


“Well, I suppose I must think about my sermon,” he remarked. Like his wife he spoke indistinctly and his voice was not specially agreeable. He put undue emphasis on his words. He had presence but not dignity. Harold watched him with tense affection.


“Can I do anything for you meanwhile?” he asked.


“No, I don’t think so,” said Chatterton. One hand was in the pocket of his cassock and with the other he scratched his head. “Oh, wait a minute. You might look through those Juniors’ Essays for me. I’ve done most of ’em.”


Harold fetched the essays from the table and holding them as if they were a baby, sat down in the Head Master’s place on the fender. Chatterton took a book from one of the shelves and quickly turned the pages. His pipe had gone out but he still held it between his teeth.


Harold looked through the Essays. There were some thirty in all and Chatterton had already marked more than half, each with an appropriate letter of the Greek Alphabet. The subject of the essay was the Punic Wars, and each boy had drawn a plan of the battle of Cannae. Harold read the essay of a boy in his own house for whom he had a certain respect. Its sole distinctiveness was in the mis-spelling of certain words. Suddenly his heart leaped into his mouth. The next essay was Murray Gawthorne’s. The boy’s handwriting sprawled and the plan of Cannae conveyed nothing. Chatterton closed his book with a snap, and sitting down at his desk drew a block of note-paper towards him. The folds of his cassock bulged over the arms of the chair.


Harold looked with dismay at Murray Gawthorne’s Essay, seeing not the written words but the boy’s immodest eyes and loose mouth. His thoughts went back to the occasion of their meeting. It had been on a summer’s evening in School Yard. Harold and another member of Sixth Form were standing by the steps of Chapel, waiting for a master to call the roll. Groups of boys were gathered in corners of the yard waiting for a similar purpose. Chatter and laughter rose on all sides and the sound of shoes scraping on the uneven stones.


Suddenly the boy standing next to Harold pulled him by the sleeve.


“Look, there’s Murray Gawthorne,” he remarked.


Harold turned round and noticed a small boy threading his way through the crowd. He was tall for his age but his shoulders were slightly bent. Harold’s companion burst out laughing.


“My God, that’s funny,” he spluttered. “He heard what I said and looked round at you. I never saw such a Glad Eye in my life.”


“Who do you mean? Murray Gawthorne?”


“Yes. Didn’t you see him? My God, that’s one of the funniest things I’ve seen for years.”


Harold looked anxiously in the direction which the boy had taken, but he had disappeared into a crowd. Harold’s companion took off his spectacles and breathed on them. He was an Irishman, squat in figure and carefully dressed. The clock chimed and the group of senior boys moved nearer to the Chapel Steps. A master stood up on the lowest step and began to call the roll. The shadows moved restlessly hither and thither.


“Waiting to catch Murray?” asked the Irishman later, coming over to Harold as he stood by the gate.


Roll call was over and Harold was at a loss what to do. His heart was on fire.


“I don’t know,” he replied.


“My God, I’ve never seen such a Glad Eye as he gave you.”


Boys were strolling out of the yard and a few, who were late, still ran in. A group of tourists stood under the arches, watching. One of them took a photograph and asked a question of a boy who passed.


“There he is again,” said the Irishman jerking his head, “Oh, bad luck, there are some others with him.”


“Where?”


“Here.”


Murray Gawthorne was walking away with two boys of his own age. On seeing Harold, he turned his head in the direction of the tourists under the arches. The boy on his right was laughing and as they all went through the gate, made way for a tall boy with a wooden leg. The sunlight danced on the paving stones.


“Never mind,” said the Irishman. “How damned funny that he heard what I said.”


Harold looked at the end of Murray Gawthorne’s essay with a feeling of shame in his heart. The electric stove on the carpet gave out a powerful heat and he moved along the fender away from it. The Head Master rustled his papers. Somebody knocked peremptorily at the door. Harold glanced at Chatterton and waited.


“Come in,” said the latter, opening a drawer and shutting it again.


A head appeared round the door and Harold recognised a master whose form he had been in three years ago. His name was Monkton and he was very tall and loosely built. His legs sprawled as he moved. In one hand he held an enormous key.


“Can I speak to you?” he said to Chatterton, beating his leg with the key.


“Yes, one moment.”


Harold rose and put down the essays on the sofa. He laid somebody else’s on top of Murray Gawthorne’s. Monkton nodded to him. The master’s straggling eyebrows met over his nose and gave him a ferocious expression.


“Oh, don’t bother about those essays, Harold,” said the Head Master looking round. “Have you marked any of ’em?”


“Yes, sir. I was just going to——”


He picked out Murray Gawthorne’s and wrote “ß—” on top of it. Monkton dropped his mortar board on to a chair.


“All right, thank you, Harold,” said the Head Master. He rose and laid his pipe on the mantelpiece. A pencil was stuck behind his ear.


Harold went out and walked slowly down the long corridor. A maid servant was polishing a brass plate on one of the doors.


*


McIsaacs’ house was not one of the most distinguished in Ayrton. It had never won the Cup for cricket or football.


“It was more or less of an accident that I came to McIsaacs’,” said Broderick. “It only happened because Champernowne couldn’t take me at the last minute.”


“How was that?” remarked Harold, chipping his boiled egg.


“Oh, I forget really. I think my guardian made a mess of it.” He coughed loudly and looked round for the salt. Harold pushed the cruet towards him. He knew that Broderick would not say these things to anyone in McIsaacs’ house except him, not because they were on intimate terms with each other but because both felt themselves to be personalities not merely of their own house but of the school. They were not “Weir at McIsaacs’,” and “Broderick at McIsaacs’,” but “Harold Weir” and “Douglas Broderick.” Everybody knew them by sight and knew them by their Christian names. Both were leaving Ayrton at the end of the term.


“I used to resent being at McIsaacs’,” continued Harold, “but now I believe I’m rather glad.”


“How do you mean?”


“I’ve got rather fond of him.”


“Oh yes, but——” Broderick shifted his legs under the table and coughed again. “After all, if you’re keen on games, you’ve got no chance of getting on in this house. Nobody hears of you if you’re at McIsaacs’.”


“They got to hear of you. Shall I cut you a piece of bread?”


“No. You get no practice if you’re here.”


“It is out of the swim of course.” Harold sipped his tea. He thought of an unfinished essay lying in his desk.


“I thought you said you were glad to be here,” smiled Broderick. When his smile did not express frank amusement it expressed a certain mistrust.


“I don’t know that either of us has much to complain of,” replied Harold, without looking up.


“I’m not complaining exactly,” Broderick wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Anyway, m’tutor’s never has done any good at games and never will.”


“I wonder if you’ll play many games after you leave here.”


“Oh, some, I suppose. Now for instance,” he cleared his throat, “most people who get all the colours here aren’t so very much better than the rest. They’re just in houses where they get coached and have plenty of practice.”


“I suppose it goes in waves with houses. They——”


“No, it doesn’t. Champernowne’s and Tulloch’s have always been in the Final and Semi-Final of things since I’ve been here.”


“Which would you rather have been at?” said Harold, picking up the crumbs from his plate.


“Champernowne’s I think.”


“And Champernowne himself? Do you like him?”


“Yes, I think he’s all right.” Broderick balanced his knife on the edge of his plate. “He’s keen and takes an interest in games.”


“So does McIsaacs, and he used to be one of the best players on the masters’ side.”


“Yes, but what the hell’s the good of that? If you talked about it McIsaacs’ as being a good side, everybody’d laugh.” He coughed, blinking and shuffling his feet.


“There can’t be more than one or two good sides at a time.”


“Oh rot, of course there can.”


“Well, the fact remains that you won’t send your son to m’tutor’s.” Harold leaned back against the window and surveyed the dirty plates on the table. “So much the worse for m’tutors.”


“So much the worse for m’tutor’s,” smiled Broderick. “It makes me laugh that you’re sticking up for McIsaacs. You used to hate him like poison.”


“I think it’s unfair what you were saying, that’s all,” replied Harold, tightening his lips. “I understand your point of view perfectly.”


“Well, you were saying that it is a good house.”


“I don’t worry about it so much.”


“No, because you’re not keen on games.”


“I’m keen on the house.”


Broderick chuckled, throwing back his head with a gesture curiously like that of an old man. Harold noticed it and laughed too. Broderick stretched his limbs.


“What’s the time?” he ejaculated after an interval during which both were silent.


He spoke exactly as a small boy might have done. His thick hair seemed to have become suddenly dishevelled. His eyes had a guilty look.


“Quarter to,” replied Harold.


“Oh, hell.” Broderick rose to his feet and took some papers out of his desk.


“Where have you got to go?” remarked Harold casually.


The other did not reply at once, then, as if realising that somebody had spoken, asked,


“What?”


“Going to ‘Extras’?” repeated Harold gently.


“Yes. I shall have to run all the way to Saunders’.”


He again cleared his throat and going to the door, opened it and called a fag. Through the doorway the hiss of a shower-bath rose from the floor below. Then it was drowned by the noise of scampering feet as the fags approached from all corners of the house.


“Last man,” called out Broderick, taking up his pen. He held it like any piece of wood, as if its particular use had no significance for him.


A small boy tapped at the door and without waiting for an answer came in.


“Write me out a ticket to … to——” said Broderick vaguely.


“Saunders,” interposed Harold.


“Yes, to Mr. Saunders.”


The boy disappeared and after a second or two the other fags dispersed.


“I must go and write an essay,” said Harold.


“Oh, there’s something I want to ask you.” Broderick opened the door and looked back, blinking his eyes. “Remind me to ask you this evening.”


“All right. Before I go to the Shakespeare Society.”


“Good-bye.”


He went out and the maid came in to clear away. She was a tall woman with a pale face and light green eyes. Her name was Willis, and she had been maid in the house long before McIsaacs had become its master.


“There’s some more eggs come for Mr. Broderick,” she remarked, opening the door of the cupboard. “Do you know if he’s seen them on the slab?”


In spite of Broderick’s being a peer she always addressed him as “Mr.” Broderick.


“I expect he knows,” replied Harold.


She began putting the tea things on her tray and Harold sat down again, watching her.


“Haven’t you got no work to do this evening?” she went on. She talked through her nose, but her voice was agreeable.


“I have, Mrs. Willis.”


During the previous year a boy had amused himself by addressing her not as “Willis” but as “Mrs. Willis.” Then he left, and everybody now called her “Mrs. Willis.” She had never been married.


Harold went to his room which was next to Broderick’s.


After supper he left the house to attend the Shakespeare Society.


*


The McIsaacs were expecting three of the bachelor masters to dinner that night.


At a quarter past seven McIsaacs went to his wife’s bedroom and tapped on the door.


“Yes?” she said.


“Nearly ready?”


“Come in.”


She was writing a letter at her desk, and her husband sat down on a hard chair, crossing one leg over the other with a quick and supple movement. The Ayrton College Chronicle was in his hand, and he glanced down it, twisting his grey moustache upwards.


“Is that the Chronicle you’ve got there?” said Mrs. McIsaacs, without looking up.


“Yes.”


“Mrs. Bookman told me that there’s an awfully amusing article this week. One of their boys has written it.”


“Oh?”


“What is the name of the boy in Sixth Form at their house?”


“Carstairs, isn’t it?” replied McIsaacs, turning back to the front page.


“Oh yes, Carstairs.” She came to the end of her letter and signed it. “I think I know him by sight. He sits two off Harold Weir in Chapel, doesn’t he?”


“One, two, yes. Listen to this,” and McIsaacs read out a letter written to the editor of the Chronicle by an old Ayrtonian. “Did you ever hear such piffle in your life?” he asked.


“It does sound ridiculous, doesn’t it?” She smiled and rose to her feet, screwing on the top of her fountain pen. “I’ve just written to Agnes,” she continued. “Do you want to put a postscript or anything?”


Agnes was the McIsaacs’ daughter and had recently gone up to Cambridge for her first term.


McIsaacs stretched his arms above his head and smiled indulgently at his wife.


“Agnes don’t want to hear anything from me,” he replied. “You’ve told her all the bally news.”


“Don’t you think so? I’m sure it would make it more interesting for her if you just said something.”


“Oh well I’ll put my name.” He got up, folded the Chronicle and gave it to his wife. “Perhaps you’d like it if I put a kiss in the margin?” He laughed, going over to the desk.


Mrs. McIsaacs unfolded the paper again and drew her shawl more closely round her. It was a Cashmere shawl which had belonged to her mother. The evening was cold and her room was without a fire. She read through the leading article of the paper.


“Yes, I must say I do think that’s rather amusing,” she said, looking again at the title. “The boys do edit the Chronicle themselves, don’t they, Sandy?”


“Certainly. Nobody else is going to take the trouble.”


“And do they get paid for it or is that just my imagination?”


“The editors get paid, I can’t tell you how much, I’m afraid.” McIsaacs picked up an addressed envelope and opened a drawer in the desk. “There are no stamps in this old thing, you know,” he added.


“Oh no, I meant to ask you to stamp it.”


He took a booklet out of his wallet and detached a stamp from it. The matron’s footsteps sounded in the passage outside. Then they descended the staircase.


“Well,” said McIsaacs straightening his bow tie, “suppose we go down to the warm! By the way,” he picked up the letter, “will you give this to Phillips to post or shall I?”


“Oh, you give it to her, won’t you? I do hope she won’t forget anything to-night. Poor dear I’m afraid she doesn’t enjoy it much.”


Phillips was the McIsaacs’ parlour-maid, and except for an interval of two years, had been with them ever since they settled in Ayrton.


“We none of us enjoy it much,” smiled McIsaacs, then, noticing a look on his wife’s face, added, “except I mean as an act of friendliness.”


Without looking in a glass she smoothed the sides of her dark hair.


“Oh don’t exaggerate, Sandy,” she replied. “You know you enjoy going to other people’s houses….”


“I do not,” he chuckled.


“And they like to go out too, for a change.”


“Well, as you know, all this ceremonious eating and drinking beats me. It seems to me an awful silly business, but then, of course, I’m uncivilized.” He scratched his head and looked at her with shining eyes.


“Hepburn will have to go back and read prayers afterwards,” she replied, going to him and brushing his sleeve with her hand, “and you can take the other two round the house. That won’t be so bad. You like Sheep anyway.”


“Oh I know,” he said slowly and with emphasis. “In any case, they’d none of them come here if it wasn’t for you. When I look at you, I know that I’d even go to dinner parties myself if I couldn’t meet you outside.” His utterance grew quicker as he spoke and his eyes flashed.


Mrs. McIsaacs looked away.


“They like coming here because they like talking to you and seeing round the house,” she remarked in her quiet tone. Her voice had great dignity. “Don’t you think we ought to go down?”


“I should think certainly.”


He opened the door and waited for her to go out.


“I’m wondering what to do with Alec’s toys,” he went on, turning out the light. “I came across a whole heap of ’em to-day as I was turning out.”


“Oh, I’d better send them to the Ayrton Mission. That’s what we did with Jock’s, wasn’t it?”


“It was.”


He followed her down, and Mrs. McIsaacs spoke to Phillips who was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. The bell rang for the boys’ supper. Within a few minutes of each other the guests had all arrived. McIsaacs received them in his study.


“Hullo, Fort,” he said, going forward briskly. “You’ve met my wife haven’t you?”


Mr. Fort was a new Master and had never been to the McIsaacs’ before. His friends had warned him not to expect a good dinner.


“Let me see,” continued McIsaacs, offering him a cigarette and then sitting down, “whereabouts have you got rooms this term?”


“I’m staying with the Chattertons,” replied the young man. “Next term I’m going into a colony with Fairbairn and Gamelyn.”


“And you will then be on your own hook, so to speak?”


“A sort of collection of hooks,” smiled Mrs. McIsaacs. “Let me see, is it in Sheldon’s Lane they live?”


“No, at the Old Parsonage.”


The door opened and Phillips showed in Mr. Hepburn. Mrs. McIsaacs went forward and the men rose.


“Come in,” she said, her eyes twinkling with good humour, “I do hope you haven’t got your feet wet on the way.”


“No, thank you, I had my goloshes.”


Mr. Hepburn was a clergyman. He was a stout man with a bald head and a dark mottled complexion. Since McIsaacs himself was a mathematical master he sent his boys to other masters for their tuition in classics. Hepburn took more than twenty of them.


“Good evening, McIsaacs,” he said inclining his head. “I hear you’ve got a new car.”


“New car? New car? It’s the first I’ve heard of it. Do you know anything about this, Evelyn?”


“I’m afraid not,” replied Mrs. McIsaacs drawing up a chair for Hepburn. “I think you must have noticed somebody else’s.”


“I heard you had a new car,” went on Hepburn, sitting down. “People in Ayrton are so unreliable.” He inclined his head towards the new master.


“As far as I know it’s the same old Morris as it always was,” laughed McIsaacs. “Do you drive?” he added, looking at Fort.


“I drive but I haven’t got a car.”


“Being Hamlet without the Prince of Denmark,” said Hepburn folding his hands across his middle.


“Ah, here is Sheep,” said McIsaacs rising to his feet.


Mr. Sheepshear came in, already extending his hand.


He was a very small man with curly hair and clear blue eyes. On seeing him everybody’s face became wreathed in smiles.


“You are last, Sheep,” chuckled McIsaacs; “you are last. There is no disguising the fact.”


“Oh don’t embarrass me, McIsaacs; I had much further to come than anybody else. Good evening Mrs. McIsaacs. I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting.” Sheepshear spoke in a soft voice with a lisp. As a boy he had been considered the fastest runner in Ayrton and he still acted as Captain of the Masters’ football side. He also commanded the Officers’ Training Corps.


“Hullo, Fort,” he added, looking at the new master with a charming smile. “I saw you playing Fives this afternoon.”


“Yes. I’m getting the hang of the rules at last.”


“Don’t they play at all at Repton?”


“No.”


“There are so many things to get into the way of here,” smiled Mrs. McIsaacs. “I know how confusing we found it all at first.”


“Oh, very confusing indeed,” said her husband ironically.


“Like going to school again,” added Hepburn blinking. “Sheep, will you please tell me who it is that’s got a new car?”


As Sheepshear replied, the door opened and Phillips gave Mrs. McIsaacs an informative glance.


“Shall we go in to dinner?” she said, standing up. “We are all here, aren’t we?”


“Unless you have invited somebody else without telling me,” laughed McIsaacs. He extended his arms with a wide gesture and the three guests followed their hostess to the door.


*


Before dinner was finished, the bell rang for prayers in the boys’ part of the house. McIsaacs rose and took his prayer-book from the mantelpiece. Conversation ceased and everybody ate something.


“Must you go, Sandy?” asked his wife. There was no interrogation in her tone.


“Yes, I can’t shirk to-night. My head-boy’s out.”


“Is that Weir?” asked the new master.


“Yes. Do you know our Harold?”


“We feel very grand this term, having the Senior Commoner,” remarked Mrs. McIsaacs, glancing at the wine glasses.


Her husband went out and Sheepshear began to tell a story. Everyone listened with pleasure and felt at ease. Hepburn sat back, pressing his thumbs together. His collar was too tight. The story came to an end and Mrs. McIsaacs told one of her own, leaning forward and watching the faces of her guests. Two glasses tinkled against each other and she touched one of them with her finger. On this was her engagement ring, except for which she wore no jewellery. The new master’s eye rested on it curiously and she closed her hand. Her red cheeks shone.


“What an extraordinary thing,” said Sheepshear as her story finished.


McIsaacs returned, glancing quickly round the table as he went to his place. He put back his prayer-book on the mantelpiece. Twisting his moustache, he engaged the new master in conversation.


“Sandy,” said his wife, “I think Mr. Hepburn would like a glass of port.”


“Oh, have we got to the port-ing stage? Now which way does the old thing go?” He took up the decanter and passed it to Hepburn on his left.


“It looks very good port,” remarked the latter half filling his glass.


“Does it?” chuckled McIsaacs. “All wine tastes most curiously the same to me, except that some appears to be even more horrible them the last.”


“I think Sandy ought to go and live in America, don’t you?” remarked Mrs. McIsaacs taking the decanter from Hepburn and passing it to Fort. “There would be no wine there to tempt him.”


“Don’t you be too sure, darling. One hears very different accounts from those who’ve been.”


“Yes,” said Fort giving the decanter to Sheepshear.


“I’ve got two American pupils this term,” remarked the latter; “at least one of them’s Canadian. Curiously enough, they’re both of them at Champernowne’s.”


“And therefore I suppose showed great promise in games at their preparatory schools in America,” replied McIsaacs smiling mischievously.


“I don’t think they have preparatory schools in America,” said Sheepshear. He expected to take over Champernowne’s house when the latter retired, and the insinuation in McIsaacs’ words did not please him. He had heard it too often before.


“I wonder if Champernowne’s will win the football cup again,” smiled Mrs. McIsaacs. “Somebody told us this week that they’ve been playing rather badly.”


She left the room and the men had not sat long over their port before McIsaacs looked at his watch.


“Who wants to go round the house?” he asked, then, turning to the new master, added, “are there any boys here that you know?”


“Yes,” replied Fort, puffing at his cigarette. “I’ve got two of your juniors up to me.”


“Of course, you have,” replied the other after a moment’s thought. “Shall we then adjourn?”


Hepburn raised his glass and McIsaacs, who had risen, turned to him with a sincerely apologetic air.


“I beg your pardon, Hepburn,” he said; “will you have some more port? There’s no earthly hurry.”


“No, thanks. No more. I must go back to my own house. I missed going round it last night.”


“Right. Then you can come back later. Sheep? More port?”


“No, thanks.”


“You’ll be off then, Hepburn? I’ll take Fort round with me.” He put a ring round his napkin, said grace in a low voice and led the way to the door.


“You can find your own way round, Sheep,” he went on. “Lights go out at ten to, remember.”


“May I smoke my pipe?” Sheepshear put his hand in his pocket and smiled his gentle smile.


“No, of course, not,” said McIsaacs derisively. “We only allow Corona Coronas.”


*


Upstairs on the other side of the house the Junior Boys were already in bed and the Seniors were undressing. Miss Curtis, carrying her tray of medicines, went from room to room. The baths were occupied.


“Here’s somebody you know,” said McIsaacs opening a door near the head of the staircase. Fort walked in and McIsaacs passed on, whistling.


“Sir! Sir!” called a voice from the first room.


He went back. The boy was sitting up in bed with a red face. Fort with his hands in his pockets stood by the desk. His face was scarcely less red than the boy’s.


“Oh, sir,” said the latter, “can I go out to lunch to-morrow?”


“More eating! Who’s it with this time?”


“My aunt, sir.” The boy blushed still more but did not look away.


“Your people know about it?”


“Yes, sir.”


“All right.” He turned at the door and catching Fort’s eye added, “Awful convenient things aunts sometimes!”


The door closed and Fort ran his fingers through his short curly hair.


“I’ve been dining with your tutor,” he remarked. “I suppose you’ve been cursing me for the Extra Work I set to-day.”


“I haven’t looked at it yet, sir,” replied the boy.


“Oh! What have you been doing then?”


“Nothing, sir. I’ve been playing passage football.”


Miss Curtis’ footsteps were heard going downstairs.


“Is that the matron?” asked Fort strolling to the door and back to the desk. The space enabled him to take four steps in all. “I don’t believe I’ve met her,” he added.


“Oh you’re lucky, sir. She’s awful.”


“I suppose you tell her the same about me.”


“Oh no, sir. I tell her you’re awfully nice.” The boy listened intently to a sound in the passage.


“That’s nothing to what I shall say about you in your report.”


“Oh, do give me a good report, sir. I shall get a good report from everybody else.”


“I haven’t made up my mind yet.” Fort strolled to the window and back to the desk. This time the space allowed him only three and a half paces. “There’s a lot can happen between now and the end of term.”


A hand was put inside the door and switched off the electric light.


“What’s that?” said Fort startled.


“Lights out, sir. The boys’ maid has just put them out.” There was the sound of him settling down into bed.


“One minute…. How do I get to Kincaird’s room?”


“Immediately below this, sir. His light will be out too.”


Fort went downstairs and knocked at Kincaird’s door. The boy was asleep. Another boy coming along the passage with a basin of hot water smiled at Fort. From above came the crisp sound of McIsaacs’ footsteps and the click of doors being alternately opened and shut. Fort went downstairs and met Sheepshear coming up.


“Found everybody?” smiled the latter.


“Yes. I’ve forgotten how to get back to the private side of the house.”


“At the end of the passage and through the green baize door on the left.”


Fort put one hand in his pocket and walked away. Sheepshear followed him half-way down the passage and stopped to read the name on a particular door. In order to do so he had to stand on tiptoe. He knocked and went in humming.


The boy was sitting on his bed and, evidently expecting Sheepshear’s visit, laughed delightedly.


“Oh, don’t laugh like that, Drayton,” murmured the little man. “There’s nothing to laugh at, just because I come into a room. How would you like it if I laughed every time you came into a room?”


“I should punish you very severely, sir.”


“You’d do what? I beg your pardon,” went on Sheepshear, approaching the bed. There was something very attractive in his quiet lisping tone. “What did I hear you say just now?”


The boy shrank away, watching Sheepshear’s movements as he drew nearer, and unconsciously opening his mouth wide.


“Did I hear you say that you would punish me very——” The little man had reached the bed and his hands shot out and seized Drayton’s shoulders.


The boy collapsed on to the bed, wriggling and shaking with laughter. Sheepshear got possession of his arm and twisted it. Drayton rolled over and hit out with his free hand. The other avoided the blows and tightened his hold, laughing nervously through his teeth. Some money fell out of the boy’s pocket.


They were still struggling when McIsaacs looked in. Sheepshear’s curly hair was not as tidy as it had been.


“That’s right,” remarked McIsaacs. “That’s the only thing which puts our little Drayton in his place.”


He gave the boy a slap and went out. Sheepshear soon followed, and after visiting two more boys returned to the private side of the house. Mrs. McIsaacs and Fort stood on opposite sides of the fireplace, talking.


“Oh, you found your way all right,” she smiled. “Sandy’s not come down yet.”


Her husband was at the moment talking to Carvell. One thing or another had led to an argument between them, and McIsaacs realized that he would not have time to see the remaining boys. He walked up and down, holding a list fixed with drawing pins to a board. He smelt of tobacco.


“That may be, Peter,” he said quietly, “but everything has its normal place in life and anything which is exaggerated is bound to be wrong.”


“But I’m not exaggerating.”


Carvell had been interrupted in the middle of undressing, and stood by the window in his shirt and the trousers of his pyjamas.


“You’re exaggerating a certain side of life by reading books devoted to that and nothing else.”


Carvell shrugged his shoulders. He was too angry to reply.


“And that side of life is written about because it’s beastly and for no other reason,” went on McIsaacs, “and don’t forget, old man, that he who touches pitch shall be defiled.”


“Well?”


“There’ll come a day when if there’s been defilement in your life, you’ll regret it more bitterly than words can say. Your ideas about Art won’t help you much then.”


“I’m not the only person who has ideas about Art.”


The boy looked with exasperation at his house master’s back. On the ottoman beside him lay the book which had given rise to this discussion. It was a popular novel and Carvell was reading it with a most indifferent curiosity. At the back of his mind he was amused to find himself discussing Art.


“No, and you’re not the only person who has confused Art and pornography,” replied McIsaacs. “The fellows who write anything that lives are not those who are out for sensation. A man can’t excel at anything if he has an unhealthy mind, Before anything else Art means an appreciation of beauty, and beauty is the exact opposite of anything filthy.”


“By ‘filthy’ I suppose you mean ‘sexual’?”


“No, I do not, my dear Peter; I mean the abuse of sex. Since the power of love is the highest which is given us, the abuse of it is the lowest of all degradations. Don’t forget that it’s yourself whom you’re degrading. People talk loosely about ‘sowing your wild oats.’ Yes, and you’ve got to reap ’em too.” He paused in his speech but continued walking up and down. Carvell stood on one leg with his arms akimbo. In the passages it was silent and then the silence was broken by someone turning on a tap. McIsaacs sniffed.


“A lot of things are more or less harmless at certain times of life and decidedly harmful at others,” he went on. “I know perfectly well that you’re not reading that book because you have a beastly mind. If I didn’t know that, I’d take it away from you. As it is, I just think you’re an ass to waste your time.”


“Perhaps I have a beastly mind,” said Carvell.


The house master chuckled.


“You’re not trying to get a rise out of me by any chance, are you, Peter?”


“No, I think you’re trying to get a rise out of me.” Carvell shifted his weight on to his other leg. He shivered. McIsaacs noticed it and took a step towards him.


“You get into bed, old man,” he smiled. “You’ll catch cold and all your bally old novelists won’t be much use then.”


“Yes, they will. I’d read one book after another.”


“And my hat, how sick of ’em you’d be at the end of the first day. You’d look at nothing but the Boy’s Own Paper for the rest of your life.”


“I’ve never seen the Boy’s Own Paper.”


“Go on, get into bed,” said McIsaacs, pretending to give Carvell a kick.


“I will when you’ve gone. I hate talking when I’m in bed.”


“I beg your pardon. Did you say you hated talking?”


“Yes.” The boy took his hands off his hips and crossed his arms.


“Then I beg your pardon for detaining you, Mr. Carvell,” chuckled McIsaacs. “Good night, Peter, you old ass.”


“Good night.”


McIsaacs went out whistling. Going down the passage, he pushed together with his foot two shoes which lay carelessly outside a door.


“Good night,” called out a voice on the lower passage.


McIsaacs turned down a gas-jet at the head of the stairs. He remembered something which he had meant to ask Broderick and mounted again to the floor above.


“I say, Douglas,” he remarked, “has your guardian made all the arrangements about your going to sea or have I got to do something about it?”


Broderick rose from his desk and collected his thoughts.


“No, sir,” he replied; “I think he has done all that’s necessary.”


“I envy you. That’s one of the things I should enjoy.”


“What? Going into the Naval Reserve?” Broderick coughed vaguely and put his hands in his pockets.


“Yes. Marvellous life for anyone keen on the open air.” He stooped, picked up a piece of paper from the floor and put it on Broderick’s desk. “D’you think your eye-sight will be a handicap to you?”


“No. It’ll be all right for that.”


McIsaacs looked appraisingly at him, nodded and went out. Somebody was coming slowly upstairs.


“Is that you, Harold?” asked McIsaacs, peering down.


“Yes, sir.”


Harold had just returned from the Shakespeare Society and held an edition of the Winter’s Tale in his hand.


“Good night,” said McIsaacs, turning down another gas-jet. He returned to the private side of his house, where he found Sheepshear strumming the piano. It had been discovered that the new master had an attractive tenor voice. McIsaacs himself played the violin.


Harold went slowly to his room and began undressing. He repeated to himself two lines spoken by Hermione in the Winter’s Tale.






“Sir, spare your threats


The bug which you would fright me with I seek.”








The light went out in the room and he lit a candle, The use of it was a privilege which gave him satisfaction.


Broderick put his head round the door. He also was privileged to use a candle at night.


“I say,” he remarked in a low tone, “I knew there was something I wanted to ask you. What does ‘Chauvinism’ mean?”


*


Will Campion, the actor, lived in London in a flat off Knightsbridge. The rent was paid by his friend Lord Wrenbrook on whose property it stood.


The telephone rang in the bedroom and Campion stretched out his hand. The apparatus stood inside a box embroidered to look like the binding of a book.


“Yeah?” he said, looking into a mirror which faced his bed.


“Willie? How did you sleep, my dear?” It was Wrenbrook’s voice.


“Oh hell! How do I ever sleep? Fine.”


“You didn’t need to take that draught I left for you? Everybody says it’s perfectly safe.”


“No, I didn’t need to take no draught. I gave it to Bob.”


“Bob Gray? Is he at the flat?” Wrenbrook’s heart grew cold and he involuntarily raised his hand.


“Yeah. I gave him a shake-down last night. He was all ginny I guess.”


“Where did he sleep?”


“In the bathroom. Is there anything else you’d like to know, Simon?”


“No, no. No, no, Willie. Have anybody to stay whom you like.” He laughed aimlessly and then began to cough. “I feel in a marvellous mood for work this morning. I believe I can finish the second act.”


“That’s bully, Simon.”


“But you will lunch with me, won’t you, dear? Then we can go through what I’ve written.”


Campion frowned petulantly and looked across at the divan where Bob Gray lay on his side.


“Call me up when you’re through with your work, Simon,” he replied. “I don’t know as I feel like lunching out to-day.”


“All right dear, bless you. I’ve got a marvellous curtain for the second act. Listen! You’re standing by the——”


Campion rang off. The sunshine peered through the mauve curtains of the room.


“Wha’ time is it, Bob?” he asked, stretching his arms above his head.


“A quarter past ten.”


“Quarter past ten…. oh hell!” He laughed weakly and rubbed his eyes. “Go and find my man, Bob. Tell him to bring my orange juice and my mail.”


Bob Gray rose and put on a dressing gown of Campion’s which lay across the divan. The latter watched him absent-mindedly. The pattern of the gown displeased him.


“And I’ll give you that bath-gown, Bob,” he went on. “It suits you fine. Just have someone take my monogram out.”


Bob disappeared. Campion got out of bed and went over to the basket where his Alsatian puppy slept.


“Antony,” he murmured, caressing the dog’s ears, “Antony, aren’t you pleased to see Willie this morning? Aren’t you pleased to see Willie this morning, Antony? Aren’t you pleased to have your master stroke your darling pretty ears?”


The dog beat his tail against the basket and Campion kissed him tenderly on the muzzle.


“Don’t you want to get up, Antony?” he went on softly. “Are you jealous of Willie because Willie lies in crepe-de-chine sheets and you only lie in a tough old basket?”


He rose from his knees and fetched a pillow in a mauve pillow-slip from his bed. It also was embroidered with the monogram “Will.”


“Put this right under your head, darling,” he murmured. “Everything that is mine is yours. Let me put this under your head, darling.”


He arranged the pillow in the dog’s basket and began combing his own fair hair. Bob returned with the orange juice and a packet of letters. Campion looked at the envelopes.


“You haven’t thrown any away, Bob?” he asked with a shrewd glance. “Promise!”


“No. Can I use the telephone? I must ring up my home.”


“Oh, go ahead.”


Campion opened all his letters except the ones with a type-written address.


The dog came out of his basket and walked aimlessly round the room. From time to time the sunlight fell upon the mauve curtains.


“Say, Bob, give me that ’phone a moment,” he said suddenly. “This is urgent. You can have your call afterwards.”


“But they’re just coming through …”


“I can’t help it. Sorry … Hello, I want Victoria 5831. Hello, Lilian? Yes, it’s Willie. Hello, my dear; how perfectly marvellous to hear your voice.”


His own voice took on a tone of genuine pleasure and he sat down on the bed with an eager movement. “When can I see you, darling? Don’t get high-hat with me my dear, I’m crazy to have a good old yarn…. Yes of course I’d love to lunch: I haven’t been out anywhere for weeks…. Can you come and pick me up here, darling? … Oh no, of course you don’t.” He laughed boyishly and then continued. “It’s in a mews off Lowndes Street. Gee, it’s swell here, too. You won’t hardly know me I guess…. Yes as soon as you like darling…. Bye-bye.”


He put down the receiver and turned to Bob with the same eager movement of his body.


“Say, do you know Lilian Chadwick?” he asked. “She’s grand. She’s my best friend in the world I’ll say.”


“A girl?”


“Girl! Hell! She’s maybe fifty. She was the first person I ever knew in London. Go on, put on the gramophone, Bob. There’s some new records.”


He went quickly to the window and tore back the curtains. One of them rent as he did so. The sunlight hovered over the grey street. The gramophone tinkled.


“Gee, but it’s bully here,” went on Campion as if noticing the view for the first time. “Lilian’ll like this, all right. When I met her I was living in a low down club way out by Paddington. And wasn’t I glad of a square meal in her pretty apartment? Yes, sir. And now I can take her anywhere I like.”


The telephone rang and Bob looked enquiringly at Campion.


“Say I’m out,” remarked the latter. He opened the window and leaned out with his elbows on the sill. He was thinking of the play in which he had made his name. It was called White Nights, and had been performed in London for seven months without a break. He had not allowed Lilian Chadwick to be present on the first night. He was too nervous.


“Will!” said Bob, lighting a cigarette from a stub: “Will!”


The other at last looked round and blinked as if not recognizing his friend. They had met a week ago at Oxford.


“My dear, that was Frieda,” went on Bob. “She wants you to play Bridge this afternoon.”


“Bridge? I hate Bridge. I’m an actor, see, not a card-sharper.” He stopped the gramophone contemptuously and looked with distaste at the rumpled bed. “Come and see me have my bath. I’ve got a cute kind of rubber animal that floats.”


He went out slowly and Bob, taking up the box of cigarettes, followed.


“There are some marvellous flowers just come,” remarked the latter.


The man-servant had taken something from a messenger boy at the door.


“I know,” replied Campion turning on his bath. “Simon Wrenbrook sends me flowers every morning. You know, Lord Wrenbrook. I’m sick of flowers. Smell these bath-salts.”


*


Mrs. Chadwick arrived at Campion’s flat shortly before midday. She was a big woman with dyed fair hair and a well developed chest. Since the death of her husband she had taken up the interior decoration of houses. One of her brothers was in this business, and for the last six months she had been working with his firm in America.


She came into the room panting for breath and with her arms outstretched.


“Willie,” she exclaimed. “To think that you never warned me about those stairs! I never——”


Campion threw his arms round her neck and hugged her.


“Oh, Lilian!” he exclaimed. “Darling beautiful Lilian! It’s so wonderful to hear your fat voice. Gee, I love you. What d’you think of this place? Is it what you expected?”


The old woman looked smilingly at him and took off her gloves. The young man still hung round her neck.


“How long have you been here?” she asked. “Your letters didn’t tell me much, did they?”


“Oh, can that stuff, honey. I’ve lived here a couple of months maybe.”


“And White Nights is really ‘off’ at last?”


“Yeah. The heat-wave killed it.” He offered her the cigarettes and lit one.


“They’re talking about a revival of it next spring,” he went on. “I don’t know that I’m so very keen about it. I’ve had just enough of White Nights, I guess.”


“And till the spring?” Mrs. Chadwick settled herself on the divan where Campion’s guest had slept.


“How do I know? I want to work, of course, but nothing’s turned up.” He frowned, and after a pause looked up at her, veiling his eyes. “Nothing, I mean, that I could possibly accept,” he added.


“Bad luck,” she replied fitting her cigarette into a holder.


“Bad luck? How do you mean ‘bad luck’? An actor can’t expect to find the right part waiting for him immediately his last play closes down.”


“It’s lucky you saved money, Will. D’ye remember giving me your first week’s salary to keep?”


Campion blushed and turned away from the window.


“Oh Lord,” he remarked; “It’s easy to see you’ve just come from the States. What the hell has saving money got to do with my work? All this talk about salaries makes me feel tired.”


“I wish it did me. I have to keep my wits about me on such occasions.” She leaned forward and flicked her ash away. “You haven’t asked me how I got on myself.”


“Of course, you’ve got on fine,” replied Campion. “I only consented to your going to America because I knew that you’d make your pile. What was on this season? I hear Ethel Barrymore’s new play’s terrific. You didn’t go to Hollywood, did you?”


“No. Everybody advised me not to.”


“We’ll go there together, Lilian. I’m crazy to do pictures. Simon Wrenbrook’s arranged for me to meet Sam Rosing Junior next month.”


“Oh, have you seen much of Wrenbrook?” Mrs. Chadwick glanced round the room. “You had just met him before I left.”


“Why, yes. I’ve seen him a lot.”


“Is he still writing plays?”


“He’s doing one for me now.” Campion’s gaze followed Lilian’s round the room. “Yes,” he added, “that’s Simon’s photograph there. I think he’s got a very interesting face. He says the play for me is the very best thing he’s done.”


“Then you must get it produced, Will. Simon Wrenbrook has been writing plays for years which nobody would look at.”


“Is that so?” replied Campion with a sneer. “Anyone would think you were on the stage and I was the amateur. I guess I know a good play as well as you, honey. I guess there ain’t much that you can tell me about the business.”


“Don’t be stupid, Will. I knew Simon before you were born.”


“I don’t doubt that.”


“Willie! stop it!”


“I beg your pardon?” Campion looked at her with affected incomprehension. For a minute both were silent. The telephone rang. He took it up carefully.


“Oh, is that you, Simon?” he asked with measured sweetness; “I’ve been waiting for you to call up…. Gee, that’s great; I had a feeling that you’d get that far to-day…. Wha’? … Bob?… Why no, he’s gone…. I think Antony’s the sweetest puppy in the world. I love him. I guess he doesn’t like me though. Gee, I wish he did…. No, yes, I mean. Lilian Chadwick’s here. She says she’s a friend of yours…. I don’t know yet; maybe. Are you coming right along too? … That’s swell…. All right, dear.”


He hung up the receiver, and coming over to Mrs. Chadwick fell on his knees beside her.


“Say, Lilian,” he said earnestly. “I’m sorry I got sore just now, honest I am. Don’t be mad with me. I’d been looking forward so much to have you come to my flat. Don’t you like it, dear? Just a little bit.” He hid his face in her lap. Mrs. Chadwick looked helplessly at his long hair with its warm tint. She knew that her feeling for Will would bring her nothing but pain.


“Get up, Willie,” she said mechanically. “Of course I’m not mad with you. Get up.”


“Not till you say you’ve forgiven me.”


“I’ve forgiven you; there. Get up now, darling. Don’t work yourself into a state.”


Will caught her hands and pressed them against his face.


“Oh, Lilian,” he gasped. “You will stay to lunch, won’t you, Lilian? You will help me to find a play?”


“Immediately,” she replied. “Now listen, have you saved any money?”


“Yeah.” He played with the ring on her finger. He was still on his knees. “I’ve got plenty of money.”


“But this flat?”


“I paid for that while White Nights was still running. And the car.”


“Do you still get an allowance from your father in America?”


“Yeah. But that wouldn’t keep me in cigarettes, the way I live.” He sat back on his haunches and smoothed his hair. “You know, I’m sick of London. Till I start work again I’d like to live out of town.”


“Well?” Mrs. Chadwick leaned forward and clasped her hands on her knees.


“I’ve heard of a cute little house by Ayrton. I think, maybe I’ll get it till Christmas.”


“But you don’t need a house, Will. You want to take rooms somewhere.”


“Rooms! Hell!” Campion took a comb out of his pocket and began to use it. “I hate landladies. I had enough of them when I was on the road in America. Yes, sir!”


“Oh well!” Mrs. Chadwick twisted her necklace and looked in a glass over the book-case. “The only thing that matters is that you should find a new play.”


“Thanks very much! I guess I’m not a machine, dear.” He stood up. “Say Lilian, you haven’t told me how you like my suit?”


It had a check pattern and he wore a red tie with it. It fitted his round limbs very well.


They were both sitting on the divan when Wrenbrook arrived The gramophone was playing. The dog lay on the carpet. On noticing Wrenbrook it rose and came to meet him.


“Fancy you remembering me, old boy,” he said carelessly, patting the dog’s head. “Will, I’ve brought you some marvellous records. They’ll simply change your Whole philosophy of life. How are you, Lilian Chadwick? My dear I never saw anybody look so young.”


He was a tall man with dark hair and a long sallow face. His body was fat. He held out his hand to Lilian with an easy gesture. She noticed that his finger nails were bitten.


“How do you do?” she replied giving him her hand. “Do you know that I met your sister only a week ago?”


“Really? Have you just come from New York? Oh, my dear, I can’t tell you how I envy you. I long to go there again. I haven’t been for ten years since a play of mine was done there.”


Campion got up and stopped the gramophone. Wrenbrook sat down in his place.


“Don’t you think this is an adorable flat?” he went on, taking a cigarette from his case. “You know, Will did all the decorations himself. I think he has a heavenly sense of colour. This is just the kind of place I’ve always wanted for myself.” He lit his cigarette and closed his eyes inhaling the smoke. “Somewhere where I could be alone and work.”


Campion glanced at the records which Wrenbrook had brought. The first was by a Russian composer whose name he had never heard.


“Oh not now, Willie, don’t play it now,” exclaimed Wrenbrook, as the young man took the record out of its cover. “I can’t listen to it and talk at the same time. Lilian dear…. I may call you Lilian mayn’t I? … I want to hear all about New York. I suppose everyone’s talking about Willie’s success over here.”


“Everyone thinks he’s a very lucky boy,” replied Mrs. Chadwick, smiling at Will. The latter turned away with an exclamation of impatience. The dog settled itself against Wrenbrook’s feet.


They talked on. Campion went out of the room and returned later with a tray of cocktails. Wrenbrook told stories, and as they became more salacious Mrs. Chadwick grew to feel more at home with him. She contributed a story of her own and Campion laughed delightedly. The air grew thick with smoke. The telephone rang and Campion disconnected it.


At last Mrs. Chadwick stood up and powdered her nose.


“Well, I’m going, children,” she remarked. “No, I can’t stay to lunch. I must go home.”


“We’re all going to a play to-night?” said Wrenbrook looking vaguely in front of him. “I have two seats for Maurice Gower’s first night and if I want a third, I can get it.”


Discussion ensued, and at last Campion showed Mrs. Chadwick to the door. The man-servant was washing glasses in the pantry and did not look up as they passed.


“Darling Lilian,” said Campion, putting both arms around her neck. “I hate your going. Say, it’s good to have you back. Will you come and keep house for me down at my little country place? Oh please say ‘yes’.”


“I’ve got my living to make in London, silly.”


“Oh, but … oh, I don’t like to hear you talk that Way, Lilian.”


He went into the bathroom and rearranged his hair. In the other room Wrenbrook was lying on the divan, making notes on a sheet of paper.


“Oh, Willie, I’m so excited,” he exclaimed, “everything’s going right. I’ve been jotting down things that old bitch said. She’s a marvellous type. One should always make notes of people’s conversation.” He coughed. “Tommie Fane told me the other day that it’s the secret of all his play-writing. I know that I can write if people will only give me a hearing.”


“Are you having Lilian as a character in this play, Simon?”


“No. Not in this play. But it’ll all come in useful. It must.”


Campion sat on the arm of the divan and observed the puppy. It had been given to him by Wrenbrook.


“I brought you Tommie Fane’s new play to read,” went on the latter. “It’s marvellous how much one can learn from him. His technique’s wonderful.”


Campion nodded. He stifled an inclination to yawn.


“Of course he’s older than me,” went on the other. “He has more experience of life than I have. I know that.” He coughed again and lit another cigarette. “I know that experience is my weak point. And yet, at other times I feel that my great difficulty is my technique.” He frowned, looking intently at the bowl of roses on the table. “I think your roses are heavenly, Will,” he added. “It gives me such a thrill to think that I sent them. I always go to Solomon’s and choose them myself.”


“Is Solomon’s the best flower-shop in town?” asked the other.


“You funny boy. Wouldn’t it be amusing to start a flower shop of our own, just you and I? And keep all the flowers for ourselves. Who else sends you roses, dear? Who else have you met?”


“Oh, I kind of forget all their names. Say, Simon, what about that cottage near Ayrton? I think the location’s fine.”


“The location of Ayrton! What a heavenly expression!” Wrenbrook coughed several times in succession.


“I’ve got to know quite a lot of boys there.” Campion rose and went down on his knees beside the dog. “It was Freddie Middletoun who told me about the house. D’you know him, Simon? He’s at Ayrton now. He wants to go on the stage.”


“A brunette, isn’t he?”


“Yeah, that’s right. He’s got the most marvellous dark eyes.”


The dog stretched its limbs and re-settled itself with its head on Wrenbrook’s feet.


“I wrote my first play when I was at Ayrton,” smiled the latter. “I was just as enthusiastic about the theatre then as I am now.”


“Oh, were you at Ayrton, Simon? I kind o’ thought you went to Oxford.”


“You innocent child, I went to both. There’s a cousin of mine at Ayrton now.” Wrenbrook sat up and drew his feet away from the dog. He wore patent leather shoes and his socks were scarlet with black clocks. “Let’s go down and see him, Willie,” he added. “Then you can decide about your house. I want to show you where I carved my name.”


“What about your cousin?”


“Oh I don’t know. I take him to theatres occasionally. He’s about seventeen.”


“Let’s lunch.”


“Yes, and then I’ll read you what I’ve done this morning. It’s developing splendidly.” Wrenbrook got up and put his hands in his pockets. The blood rushed to his head. The palms of his hands felt clammy. He remembered that he had an appointment with his doctor on the following morning.


*


Wrenbrook’s cousin was named Berkeley Stephens. He boarded at Ramshaw’s house which stood in Sheldon’s Lane opposite McIsaacs’. On returning from football he found the two visitors waiting in his room.


“Hullo, Berkeley, my dear,” said Wrenbrook, coming forward and pressing the boy’s hands. “I do hope we’re not in the way. Do you know my friend, Will Campion? He played in White Nights.”


The boy shook hands indifferently with both of them and sat down.


“I think your geraniums are heavenly,” said Campion, waving his hand towards the box on the window sill. The window gave on to the narrow lane and the pavements below were wet. A group of boys stood outside the door of McIsaacs’.


“Isn’t the weather too foul?” went on Wrenbrook sitting down and crossing his legs. “I haven’t seen the sun for weeks. Of course at Ayrton everyone’s so busy that it doesn’t matter.”


“This is the best term really,” replied Stephens. “I like the long evenings.”


“I know. So did I. I used to read and read and read. Sometimes we used to get up charades. Does your tutor allow dressing up?”


“I don’t know. We haven’t got a dramatic society or anything like that.”


“Oh, we had. I remember doing a performance of Dandy Dick. I remember several boys who were really good.”


Stephens stretched out his legs and surveyed his muddy knees. He was a thick-set boy with dark curly hair. The shape of his nose was the only thing in which any likeness to his cousin was visible.


“You’ve not had tea, I suppose?” he remarked lazily.


“Oh yes,” smiled Wrenbrook. “Willie and I had tea in the town. Who do you mess with, Berkeley?”


“The boy I mess with is ill. So I’m alone to-day.”


“Do you always mess with the same boy?” asked Campion, turning away from the window. “I should think that might be an awful bore.”


Stephens laughed but did not reply. Wrenbrook rose to his feet not without difficulty. His bulky form made the room look small.


“Berkeley, I saw your mother two days ago,” he remarked. “She looks too young for words. I admire her more every time I see her.”


“Did she say if Penelope’s going abroad for Christmas?”


“No; Penelope wasn’t there. Berkeley has a most attractive sister,” he continued, turning towards Campion. “She’s frightfully intelligent and disapproves of us all.”


“Is that so?” smiled Campion.


“Have you got a photograph of her, Berkeley. I do think you ought to. Everybody would think she was your fiancée.”


“There’s a photo behind you,” said Stephens: “I haven’t seen her latest ones. I expect she’ll go off in looks by the time she wants to get married. Yes, come in.”


The door was opened by a small boy who started back on noticing Wrenbrook and Campion.


“Yes, what is it?” said Stephens casually.


“Oh, please, Broderick at m’tutor’s wants to know what the Extra Work is for Tuesday. And, please, can you tell him why?”


“Why what?”


“Can you tell him why? That’s what he said.” The boy grasped his hat more firmly and smiled.


“You’ve got the message wrong,” remarked Stephens. “Tell him there isn’t any Extra Work for Tuesday.”


“Oh then, can you tell me when the Extra Work is for? He wants to know, please.”


The older boy went to the door against which his coat was hung up and took a notebook out of the pocket. Campion followed his movements with his eyes.


“You’d better copy that out,” said Stephens showing the small boy a page of his notebook. “That must be what he means. You can write on that envelope.”


The fag knelt down beside the table and began to write. The other walked over to the window, below which Wrenbrook had sat down beside Campion.


“Do you know Douglas Broderick” he remarked casually. “He lives in that house over the way.”


“Broderick, oh yes,” said Wrenbrook. “Didn’t you stay with him in Scotland last summer?”


“Yes. I’ve been playing against his house this afternoon.”


The small boy rose from his knees and prepared to go.


“Here!” said Stephens, “you’d better let me see if you’ve got it down right.”


He took the envelope and made a correction in what was written on it. The other watched him, biting his lip. Outside the rain had begun to fall again.


“Oh!” said the maid, coming in at that moment with a pot of tea and noticing the visitors. “Will you be wanting anything extra, Mr. Stephens?”


“Won’t you have anything more?” said the latter, glancing inexpectantly at his cousin. “I’ve got plenty to eat.”


Wrenbrook muttered something and the maid withdrew, followed by the small boy from McIsaacs’ house. Campion took out a cigarette and smiled humbly at Stephens.


“Do you allow smoking here?” he asked. “I guess it’s against the rules.”


“Oh yes, do smoke. I haven’t got a match I’m afraid.”


They did not stay long and Campion left the other two together for a few minutes before they left.


“I’ll go and tell the car to come right here,” he smiled. “It’s waiting down by the chapel.”


“Do, Willie,” said Wrenbrook.


The young man fastened his brown coat with its fur collar and went out. Stephens nodded and closed the door behind him: it was still raining and he remembered who had borrowed his umbrella.


“Sorry I didn’t know you were coming, Simon,” he remarked. “I’d have had tea early and asked someone in.”


“I didn’t like to ring up your tutor. I suppose they have a telephone here.”


“Oh yes.”


“He’s nice, isn’t he? I believe he’d just come as a junior master when I was here.”


“Who? m’tutor?” Stephens sat down with his legs astride a chair. “He’s a bore, really.”


“They all get alike after a time. He’s an ancient bachelor like me, isn’t he?”


“Yes. His sister lives here in the house.”


“Ought I to leave a card on him?” Wrenbrook brushed the cigarette ash off his lap.


“Do.” The boy stood up. “I expect he’ll be in his study now.”


“Oh one minute, Berkeley. There’s no hurry is there? I want——”


“Sorry, Simon: I didn’t mean to stand up.”


“I only wanted—— You don’t mind, do you? Please don’t think I’m being rude.” He stretched out his hand, in the palm of which something was held. Stephens smiled and took it.


“Everybody says you’re going broke, Simon,” he remarked. “Why do you bother about me?”


“Oh my dear, don’t be silly. I’m writing a marvellous play at the moment. I’m going to make a fortune.” He laughed and rose to his feet. “Campion’ll play in it,” he continued, stooping to pick up his hat. “One has to study an actor in order to exploit his personality.”


“They acted a play by you in America, didn’t they?”


“Oh, Heaven help me, yes. I was very raw in those days. I had a very bad company;—not that I want to blame them, poor dears.”


“Some people say all the best shows come from America.” Stephens helped the other to put on his coat. “I must just wash my hands if we’re going to see m’tutor. One minute, Simon.”


Mr. Ranshaw was not in his study and Wrenbrook left his card on the table in the hall.


“Oh, are you wanting to see my brother?” said a voice behind him.


“Good evening, Miss Ramshaw,” replied Stephens coming round in front of his cousin. “M’tutor seems to be out.”


“Yes; he’s gone for a walk with the Provost.”


“This is my cousin, Wrenbrook.”


“How do you do?” smiled the latter, holding out his hand. “I’m so sorry to have missed your brother. I know him so well by sight. I think I would have known you were his sister.”


“Oh really. I believe most people——”


She did not finish her sentence, and having shaken his hand, smoothed one side of her fine, grey hair. It was parted in the middle.


“So sorry to have disturbed you,” went on Wrenbrook. “Berkeley was just showing me out.”


Miss Ramshaw withdrew and the other two went back through the study to the boy’s entrance. The odd man unlocked the door. No car was to be seen outside, but two boys were walking hurriedly in the direction of chapel, one of them holding an umbrella over their bare heads. From the other end of the lane came the sound of many voices singing in chorus.


“My dear, is there a concert to-night?” said Wrenbrook.


“No,” smiled the other. “That’s the Musical Society. I belong myself, but I don’t always go.”


“Those sound like words I know.” The older man listened intently to the singing and then clasped Stephens’ hand. “Yes,” he said excitedly, “they’re Milton’s, L’Allegro. Listen.”


Still holding his cousin’s hand he gazed fixedly across the street at the wall opposite. The rain pattered on to the stones and in the distance leaves were rustling.






“Towered cities please us then


   And the busy, busy hum,”








sang the voices in chorus:






“And the busy hum of men.”








Across the lane a door opened and two boys came out. An errand boy passed on a bicycle, idly tinkling his bell.


“Yes; L’Allegro,” repeated Wrenbrook.


The singing ceased abruptly. A car drew up and somebody inside it leaned forward and waved.


“Here’s What’s-his-name,” said Stephens disengaging his hand. “Is that your car, Simon?”


“No, it’s Campion’s.” Wrenbrook hurriedly threw one end of his scarf over his shoulder and blinked at his cousin. Excitement still shone on his face but a listless expression had returned to his eyes. “Good-bye, Berkeley,” he added. “I’ve loved seeing you. Will you be going to the Musical Society to-night?”


“I may have time. I’ve got to have a bath first.”


Wrenbrook stepped into the car and sat down. The singing had begun again.


“Sounds like they’re having a college jamboree to-night,” remarked Campion re-arranging the rug.


“Right away,” smiled Stephens. He made a sign to the chauffeur.


The car moved off and he stepped back into the passage. The odd man bolted the door.


“Excuse me, sir,” remarked the latter as Stephens turned away. “Have you ’eard what ’appened this afternoon?”


“Yes. Scotland eight points: Ireland six.”


*


Mr. Ramshaw and the Provost returned from their walk a few minutes after Campion’s car had driven away. Ramshaw hung his cap on a peg and the Provost laid his black felt hat on the table beside Wrenbrook’s card. Each put his stick in a bracket against the wall.


“Do you want to wash?” asked Ramshaw, blowing his nose.


The other shook his head.


“Let’s have tea then. Elsie will think we’ve been fog-bound. Here we are!” he continued, leading the way into the drawing-room. “We’re ready to be scolded for being late and Hilary has prepared a most adequate excuse.”


Miss Ramshaw looked up from her newspaper and took off her spectacles.


“I’m used to A’s habits,” she remarked, “but I’m surprised at you, my dear Provost. Since when have you liked waiting till so late for your cup of tea?”


“Ever since I knew that there were charming ladies in the world who were prepared to overlook my unpunctuality,” replied Dr. Thomas. “How are you, my dear?” he added patting her hand as he sat down. “A tells me that your rheumatism has been bad lately.”


Only when talking to his sister did Thomas refer to Ramshaw as “A.” At other times, like all the latter’s intimate friends, he spoke of him as “Ram.”


“Oh, my rheumatism, yes,” replied Miss Ramshaw. “I’ve been to see Emsworth again to-day, but like all the doctors in Ayrton I believe he’s only good for young people’s ailments.”


“What did he say?” remarked her brother pouring out a cup of tea.”


“What did he say?” repeated the other derisively. “Listen to A pretending to be so interested. What did he say, my dear? He said that your tie is distinctly crooked and that unless you get your hair cut the little boys will be running after you in the street.”


Ramshaw sat down, and balancing his cup without difficulty burst into high pitched squeaky laughter. He was a man of middle height with small blue eyes and a hooked nose. His hair and moustache were grey, and he had a bald patch on the top of his head.


“So now you know, Ram,” smiled Thomas, leaning forward to take his cup of tea. “And the next time I have a touch of rheumatism, I shall certainly consult Emsworth too.”


Miss Ramshaw rose, put a log on the fire and then sat down at the writing table. The Provost lit his pipe. For a time nobody spoke and Ramshaw glanced at The Times through his gold-rimmed spectacles. A maid came in and cleared away tea.


“Oh by the way, A,” remarked Miss Ramshaw, turning round and shifting her gaze from the Provost to her brother, “Lord Wrenbrook called just before you came in.”


“Did you speak to him?”


“Yes, I met him in the hall.”


“Oh!” said Ramshaw, stroking his moustache and not lifting his eyes from the newspaper. “Young Stephens brought him in, I suppose.”


“Stephens,” repeated the Provost wrinkling his brows. “Is that Sam Stephens’ boy?”


“Yes,” replied Ramshaw. “He’s just become a Modern Language Specialist.”


The Provost nodded, looking upwards under his spectacles. His hands were folded comfortably upon his stomach.


“I liked Lord Wrenbrook,” went on Miss Ramshaw looking keenly at her brother with her short-sighted blue eyes. “I thought he had such good manners.”


Ramshaw still did not look up and still stroked his drooping moustache.


“I remember him as a boy,” he remarked. “He’s been down here once or twice since.”


Miss Ramshaw went on writing and the Provost, re-lighting his pipe, moved nearer to the fire.


When the latter rose to go, Ramshaw was still sitting with the newspaper at his elbow and his sister was still writing.


“Isabel has a friend staying with us,” said the Provost, knocking out his pipe in the palm of his hand. “I must get back.”


Ramshaw rose and put his hands in his pockets.


“We have the Essay Society here to-night,” he replied. “I hope they won’t make a long discussion.”


“Who’s reading the paper?”


“A boy in my house called Woodman. He only joined the Society this term. I expect it will be something of an ordeal for him.”


The Provost, warming his back at the fire, nodded several times in succession. He seemed reluctant to go home and entertain his sister’s friend.


“Hilary looks tired to-day,” remarked Miss Ramshaw when she and her brother were left alone.


“Do you think so? He told me that he was sleeping so well this term.”


“His birthday comes quite soon doesn’t it? I know his is about two months before yours.”


Ramshaw nodded, still stroking his moustache and looking into the fire.


“Will you come to the Essay Society to-night?” he asked, at last raising his head.


“I don’t think so.”


“I hope Woodman will do us credit. His paper’s on ‘Witchcraft’; I think he’s chosen rather venturously.”


“You didn’t ask him to dinner, did you?”


“What? No. Grant, Robins and Cummerford are coming. I must go.”


He looked at his watch. Miss Ramshaw nodded her head and rang the bell.


“Oh A!” she called after her brother as he was closing the door behind him, “you’ve not forgotten that the Macleans are coming to stay for Confirmation Day?”


“No,” he replied, standing outside in the hall.


The door closed and he went upstairs. Dinner was at eight o’clock and the Essay Society met in his sitting-room at nine.


*


Woodman’s paper was received politely but without enthusiasm. It was obvious that he had stuck closely to the authorities on the subject. His paper contained nothing but facts and dates. When he had ceased reading there was a pause. Mr. Grant slowly rubbed his hands together and put his tongue in his cheek.


“I congratulate you on having avoided any mention of Macbeth,” he remarked at length.


Harold Weir, who sat on the chair next to Woodman’s, looked up and smiled. It was only when he smiled in full appreciation of someone else’s point of view that his face looked untroubled.


Ramshaw unfolded his arms and sat up. Everyone except Grant looked at him as he made a remark.


Grant was not one of the senior masters, but enjoyed among them a high reputation as a scholar. Those boys who were not impressed by that reputation spoke of him as “Granny Grant.” He had a large face with a turn-up nose and a wide mouth. Down grew on the upper part of his cheeks where he did not shave. Over his plump body he wore a velvet smoking jacket. Harold asked him a question, and again putting his tongue in his cheek, he replied. His intonation was languid. Ramshaw gave that squeaky laugh which surprised boys who were unaccustomed to it.


Sitting at the opposite end of the sofa to Grant was a little man with round blue eyes and full lips. His name was Robins, and although he lived in the same house as Grant, they never spoke to each other when it was possible to avoid doing so. The expression of his eyes was kindly and his voice, though not loud, was ringing in tone. He had not been a master long and had comparatively few friends at Ayrton.


“What surprises me,” he said, clearing his throat as he uttered the words, “is that in view of the many uncanny attributes which people possess, so few individuals were considered to be witches.”


A neat retort occurred to Grant which he would have enjoyed making if he had not disliked Robins too much to reply.


“You’ve told us about a few hundred old women who were burned here and there,” went on the latter, looking at the reader of the paper with his round, smiling eyes. “What about the other hundred thousand who really had supernatural powers and who weren’t molested?”


The boy addressed did not know what to say, and Robins continued to smile at him.


Harold looked on timidly.


The boy next him murmured something which passed unnoticed.


“It all depends on what one means by super-natural,” remarked Ramshaw, stroking his moustache.


“Nothing in itself is supernatural,” said Robins. “There can’t be any definition.”


“Why not?” asked the curly-haired boy whose last remark had been unheeded.


“Because nobody needs one. There are some ideas which can’t be made rigid.”


“What does the reader say?” asked Ramshaw, turning his head towards Woodman.


“The reader thinks that things can be made sufficiently rigid without definition,” interposed Grant rubbing his white hands.


“There never was a definition of witchcraft which applied in all countries,” said Woodman tentatively. “In the Catholic——”


Grant interrupted him, rubbing his hands with a different motion. Several chairs creaked and Robins was still the only person who made no movement. The fourth master present crossed his legs impatiently and burst into speech.


He was a tall man of gross appearance. He had a dark skin, but his hair was sandy in colour and his eyes were blue. It was generally understood that he had a violent temper, but nobody knew better than he did how to entertain boys. He exaggerated his own mannerisms when he spoke. He had numerous accomplishments of an attractive kind. He was ambidextrous; his speech was racy, fluent and discursive; his memory was prodigious. His name was Cummerford and he was known as “Cummer.” The members of the Essay Society now listened with varying degrees of attention whilst he spoke. Woodman was his pupil in Modern Languages, and it was on account of this connection that Ramshaw had invited him to-night. Grant’s eyes rested on the carpet below him, but Robins’ remained on the row of boys. Ramshaw looked covertly at the clock on his desk.


The meeting continued until quarter to eleven. It was not a discussion but a series of comments, few of which when made by the boys were free from embarrassment. Woodman hardly spoke, but sat with both hands resting upon the exercise book in which his paper was written. He was a dark-haired boy with arched eyebrows and an aquiline nose. He knew few of the other members of the Society, none of whom were in Ramshaw’s house and several of whom were in Sixth Form. Cummerford had not looked at him once during the evening.


“Well!” said Ramshaw at last, sitting forward with his hands on his knees. Everybody except Robins shook himself and dismissed the thought of Woodman’s paper.


“Who is going to read next week?” continued Ramshaw, smiling without interest at the group of boys.


Harold Weir, who was secretary to the Society, reminded him who it was.


“And the week after?” asked Ramshaw, still smiling.


No one spoke but everyone looked as if the question concerned him deeply.


“Fullerton,” suggested Ramshaw. His eyes rested upon a slim boy with straw-coloured hair and a round face.


“I’m working for a scholarship, sir,” smiled the latter.


“I beg your pardon?” interposed Grant, putting his tongue in his cheek and nodding his head.


“I protested that I was working for a scholarship,” repeated Fullerton.


“Why not Mr. Grant himself?” said Harold.


“A most improper suggestion,” replied the other, knitting his brows.


Ramshaw rose to his feet and took out a pencil.


“I think everything points to Fullerton,” he smiled. “That will be to-day fortnight.”


He signed the boys’ tickets and they disappeared. Less than an hour later the other masters took their leave.


Since Cummerford was going in the same direction as did Grant and Robins, the latter were spared the necessity of walking together. Robins went ahead with Cummerford, who in spite of his bulk moved briskly, and Grant walked behind. He was not conscious of the sound of the others’ voices. He remembered how three years previously he had caught Harold Weir cribbing and how McIsaacs had insisted on the boy being beaten. He reached the house in which he had rooms and found Robins hanging up his overcoat.


“Good night,” said the latter.


“Good night,” replied Grant mounting the stairs.


In his sitting-room were two letters which did not interest him and a note from a boy which did. From downstairs came the sound of a door being shut and of Robins’ ringing laugh.


*


The note which had interested Grant was from a boy in McIsaacs’ house named Marsh Downe. He accepted an invitation from the master to tea on Sunday. At quarter to four he presented himself.


“Come in,” said Grant, rising from his chair and ringing the bell. “Have you been for your constitutional?”


“No, I haven’t been out.”


“Nor have I. Seat yourself, boy.”


Marsh. Downe put his hat on the side-board and sat down, tucking his handkerchief in the sleeve of his coat. He was tall for his age with a clear skin and light hair. He spoke in a quiet voice which occasionally had a querulous note.


“These are very nice rooms, sir,” he remarked, looking round. “It is difficult to find nice rooms in Ayrton?”


“It is, unless you have simple tastes,” replied Grant. “Most of these things here I brought with me from Cambridge.”


He sat down again in his arm-chair and rubbed his hands. “I suppose you’re going to Oxford,” he added.


“You say that so contemptuously. All my family have been to Oxford.”


“So have mine. Did I say that contemptuously too?”


“Very, sir.”


“You misunderstand me, boy: I don’t suppose it would make a particle of difference to you which you attended.”


“I must say I think either must be a great relief after this place.” Marsh Downe wrinkled his brow as he spoke. “Don’t you feel that many people are really very bored here?”


“Do you mean ‘am I really very bored here?’ Because if you do, I shall think it is a very personal question.”


“No; I mean boys. Obviously masters aren’t, or they wouldn’t go on being masters.”


“Obviously.”


A man-servant brought in the tea tray and set it down beside Grant. The latter took two letters out of his pocket and gave them to him. Marsh Downe moved up his chair.


“The red-faced person is not my valet as you might suppose,” said Grant pouring out the tea, “but Mr. Hanley’s. He condescends to look after me too.”


“Oh yes, of course, Mr. Hanley lives here. I remember he used to take early-school in this house when I was up to him.”


“And on other occasions too. No doubt, however, you learned neither more nor less when he took it here and when he took it elsewhere.” Grant’s tone was not malicious and he spoke with the same languid good humour which was habitual with him.


“I must say I enjoyed the term I was up to him,” replied the other, taking a sandwich.


“You know, of course, that he’s leaving us this term. So I’m afraid the future seems to be barren of enjoyment for you.”


The boy let his hands fall into his lap.


“Oh, the future!” he said helplessly. “I try not to think about that. Whatever has one’s time here to do with the future?”


Grant sipped his tea.


“Do you mean that Ayrton is an antiquated institution?” he remarked.


“No. I think Ayrton’s very beautiful. But I can’t really imagine why I’m here.”


“If I thought that any good would come of my saying so, I should suggest that you hadn’t enough to do.”


Marsh Downe smiled and took another sandwich.


“I can’t help it if most work doesn’t interest me,” he replied. “If I was more intelligent, no doubt I should be ‘up’ to more interesting people.”


“You can’t expect me to discuss the people you’re ‘up’ to.” Grant sat back and began rubbing his hands again. “In what manner did you spend your last holidays, for instance?” he added.


“Oh, the holidays are just the same. I only spend my time avoiding quarrels.”


“If you’ll allow me to say so, I don’t think you’re very resourceful.


“I know it sounds tiresome, but there must be others like me. Nobody ever asked if I wanted to come to Ayrton. Might I have another cup of tea?”


Grant sat up and took the boy’s cup.


“What makes you think there are others like you?” he asked, pouring out some milk.


“Because there surely must be: I’m not at all unusual. Thank you, sir,” he added, putting out his hand for the cup.


Grant did not reply and Marsh Downe presently continued. His tone was quiet, but there was something unattractive in his manner of speech. His face looked pinched.


“It would be different if I had more brains,” he said, “but I know I’m not at all clever. The things I like doing aren’t any use.”


“For example?”


“I like reading.” The boy chuckled. “I’m sure you don’t think so, but I do. I love beautiful things.”


Grant nodded. His cheek twitched as he did so.


“And that’s no good,” continued Marsh Downe. “I’m not at all original: I can only admire what other people have done.”


“Has it occurred to you, boy, that you are young?”


“But that’s just the point. What am I to do when I’m older?”


Grant put his tongue in his cheek and watched the boy’s face with its wry smile.


A knock sounded and a man put his head round the door.


“Oh, sorry!” he remarked in a muffled tone. “Have you seen Hawes anywhere?”


“He brought in tea some time ago,” replied Grant. “I gave him two letters, but without suggesting that he should go and post them now.”


The other sighed and on noticing Marsh Downe, who had half risen from his chair, nodded amiably. He was a loosely-built man, short rather than tall, with a bald head and a red moustache. His name was Hartley. Everyone referred to him as “James-Hanley” except his servant Hawes, who had been his batman during the War and spoke of him as “Captain Hanley.” He was a good cricketer. The boys knew that he enjoyed a large private income.


“Hullo, young Marsh Downe,” he went on in his muffled tone: “Are you going to fail in Maths. this term?”


Hanley taught mathematics and science, and had equipped more than one of the laboratories at his own expense. Marsh Downe had failed in mathematics at the end of the term which he had spent in Hanley’s form.


“No, sir,” he replied with a chuckle: “I hope you won’t set the paper though.”


“Just been doing it,” said Hanley, putting his hands in his pockets and rattling his money. “Just the way I like spending Sunday afternoon.”


Grant coughed, and rubbing his hands together looked smilingly at the other two. Hanley went out and closed the door with a bang. He trod very lightly.


“Where’s Mr. Hanley going when he leaves Ayrton?” asked Marsh Downe, wiping his hands with his handkerchief.


“I believe he’s going round the world,” replied Grant. “I imagine that with your views about Ayrton, you regard that as being the best thing that one could possibly do.”


“I should like to have the money.”


“Come boy, you’re not going to reduce the possibilities of life to a question of money.”


Marsh Downe blushed, was about to reply, and checked himself. He looked at his plate.


“Have another sandwich,” said Grant.


“No, thanks, sir, I’ve quite finished.”


They sat in silence. Another knock came at the door, and the man servant Hawes entered.


“Excuse me, sir,” he said hurriedly, “do you know where Captain Hanley is? I hear he was calling for me just now.”


“I’m afraid I can’t tell you,” chuckled Grant.


“Thank you, sir.”


The man withdrew. From below came the sound of Hanley’s muffled voice calling “Hawes.” Marsh Downe burst out laughing. His laughter had no freedom in it.


“It’s to be hoped that Mr. Hanley and Hawes start round the world in the same direction when they go,” remarked Grant, patting the cushion.


Marsh Downe stopped laughing and lowered his head.


“Harold Weir at m’tutor’s told me that you had a very dull paper at the Essay Society last week,” he said. “You always go to the meetings, don’t you, sir?”


“The custom has grown up of late years. Why? Do you think you’d like to join?”


“It must be very interesting. I don’t know if m’tutor would let me join.”


“You might ask Weir to propose you at the end of term. There are sure to be one or two members leaving.” Grant took a tobacco pouch from his pocket and a pipe from the window sill. “Weir himself is leaving, isn’t he?” he added, looking round for the matches.


“Yes. He’s very depressed about it.”


“About going, do you mean?”


“Yes.”


“I suppose he stayed on especially to be Senior Commoner.”


“Oh, of course. He loves it.”


Grant lit his pipe and sank back into the chair. He again remembered the incident of Weir’s cribbing. It had been during the term following which he himself had gone to Greece for the first time.


“Weir’s typical, of course, of someone who’s in a lucky position,” continued Marsh Downe leaning forward. “He’s got a scholarship at Oxford and so on.”


“Are you going up for a scholarship next year? You have another two years I suppose.”


“Me? Oh no. Whatever could I get a scholarship in.”


“The things you could get a scholarship in are numerous,” smiled Grant. “Your tutor has all the information on the subject.”


The boy did not reply. He was waiting for the chapel bell to begin tolling.


“Have you got pupils going up for scholarships this term, sir?” he remarked at length.


“Oh yes, one or two. They ought to be all right.”


Grant tutored many of the classical specialists at Ayrton. He remembered that later in the day he must write a testimonial recommending one of them as private tutor to a boy during the coming holidays. He re-lit his pipe.


“Was it last term or the term before that you were ‘up to’ me?” he asked, looking at Marsh Downe’s lowered head. The boy’s hair was long and carefully brushed.


“The term before,” he replied, raising his head.


“I thought so.”


“Have you heard yet what the Holiday Task is going to be for Middle Fifth?”


“If I had I should not be at liberty to disclose the fact,” smiled Grant, removing his pipe and putting his tongue in his cheek; “no doubt it will be a work which you ought to have read in your nursery.”


“It’s usually Shakespeare during the Christmas holidays.”


“Something seasonable, like the Midsummer Night’s Dream. Isn’t it being acted now in London, by the way?”


“I believe it is,” said Marsh Downe, wrinkling his brow. “Weir’s always advising me to go to the Old Vic.”


“I’ve never been.”


The chapel bell began to toll. The sound made sensible the moisture in the air.


“I was told that a bishop from one of the colonies is preaching this evening,” said Marsh Downe, buttoning his coat. “I should think it might be interesting.”


“I have to go to Junior Chapel. We’re having Mr. Wellam.”


Wellam was the vicar of the Ayrton Mission Church in the north of London. He frequently came down to the school. Grant knocked out his pipe and cleaned the bowl with a knife. The wind brought the sound of the bell to his ears with special distinctness.


The boy rose.


“Thank you so much for tea, sir,” he said quietly.


The other nodded, pressing his tongue against the side of his cheek. The light from the window showed up the down over his cheek bones.


“You might remind Weir that he has a book of mine in his possession,” he replied. “He’ll know which one.”


“Oh, I’m so sorry, sir. He gave it to me to bring, and I forgot. How stupid of me!”


He raised his hand to his head. Grant nodded more emphatically and pressed his tongue harder against his cheek.


“Remind him,” he repeated.


Marsh Downe took his leave. Numerous boys were walking up the street in the direction of chapel. The bell tolled monotonously.


*


In Junior Chapel Mr. Hepburn took the service, Ramshaw read the lessons and the missioner preached. The final hymn was sung by the choir while the congregation knelt. It was dark when the boys came out into the street and a cold wind blew. Lights were visible in the windows of Senior Chapel where the service was not yet finished.


“What’s the name of the boy whom Jock brought to tea this afternoon?” asked Miss Curtis, as she walked home with Mrs. McIsaacs.


“Burgess, I think,” replied the latter, smoothing the fingers of her glove.


“Cheeky little beggar isn’t he? I liked him.”


Jock was the McIsaacs’ eldest son and was now in his second year at Ayrton. He boarded at Cheyne’s house. His mother expected him to tea on Sundays, but at other times he came to see her only for some special purpose.


“We don’t want him hanging round your skirts and mine,” McIsaacs had said. “For goodness’ sake don’t encourage him to run to you for things.”


“Of course not. He can bring a friend on Sunday when he likes, can’t he?”


“It’s your look out. You have to buy the buns.”


Mrs. McIsaacs and the matron went into the hall and were met by Philipps, the parlour-maid.


“Captain Barclay’s waiting in the study, ma’am,” she remarked, drawing back.


“Oh, I see…. Is anyone with him?”


“No, ma’am. Mrs. Barclay’s upstairs.”


“I’ll go straight up and see her,” said Miss Curtis, putting her prayer-book in her pocket.


Wilfrid Barclay was one of the junior boys in McIsaacs’ house and was at present in bed with a cold. His parents had come down to see him that afternoon. His elder brother, Roger, also boarded at McIsaacs’.


Miss Curtis went upstairs humming loudly. Those boys whom she met on the stairs took off their hats and she greeted each one by his name. In the pantry at the head of the stairs Willis, the maid, was assisting a fag to fry some bacon. Another fag stood behind her unwrapping a packet of sausages.


“Has Mr. Barclay minor had his tea, Willis?” asked the matron.


“Yes, miss. I’ve just cleared it away.”


“Right. Brush your hair before they come out of Senior Chapel, Raikes,” she added, addressing the fag with the sausages. “I heard Weir warning you about it this morning.”


She walked on as she spoke and noticing a small boy standing in her sitting-room, stopped again.


“What is it, Burnville?” she asked.


“Please, ma’am, I’ve got a headache,” said the boy, clenching his hands. “It came on during chapel.”


“What were you doing before chapel to get that? Ragging?”


“No, ma’am, I went for a walk.”


“Wait there till I take my things off. Sit down.”


She went to her bedroom and took off her coat and hat. A photograph of her brother in naval uniform stood on her dressing-table and she changed its position, humming.


“Now then,” she remarked, returning to her sitting-room and going over to the cupboard, “let’s take your temperature. You needn’t stand up,” she added as Burnville rose to his feet. “Have you done your tea-fagging?”


“No, ma’am: I don’t know what Carvell wants.”


Miss Curtis shook the thermometer and put it in his mouth. From below rose the sound of footsteps on the stairs and laughter. The senior boys had returned from chapel.


“Yes, you are a bit above normal,” said Miss Curtis when she removed the thermometer. “You’d better go to your room and lie down.” Her mouth was set and she spoke less authoritatively. “Do you feel sick at all?”


“No, ma’am.”


Burnville stood up and looked apprehensively at the matron. Her chest was very red where it was exposed.


“Run along then,” she continued, again shaking the thermometer. “I’ll come in a minute. Tell Carvell on the way that you needn’t tea-fag.”


The boy turned away and walked along the passage. The others, who stood round Willis in the pantry, looked curiously at him. The kettle on the stove sang, and steam rose from it.


“Don’t forget to tell Carvell, mind,” called out the matron.


Broderick and another boy came up the stairs at that moment, and Broderick waved his hand to her.


“Good evening, ma’am,” he said carelessly. “Sorry not to see you in chapel to-night, ma’am. Very fine sermon.”


“Yours was nothing to ours, my dear. We had Mr. Wellam.”


Broderick laughed and passed on. He wore a tartan waistcoat.


Harold came upstairs reading a note. Hearing behind him footsteps which he recognized, he turned his head. McIsaacs came up behind him.


“’Evening, Harold,” he remarked.


“Good evening, sir.”


The house master passed him and went towards the matron’s room, whistling.


“Oh, Miss Curtis,” he said, looking in through the doorway, “Mr. Wellam’s coming in for a bite this evening. Will you join us afterwards?”


He spoke in a low tone so that the boys in the passage might not hear. The other closed the door.


“Thanks so much,” she replied. “I like old Mr. Wellam. I’ve just sent Burnville to he down.”


“What for? Is his centre of gravity impaired?”


“He’s started a bit of a temperature. So tiresome, seeing how much he’s been in bed this term.”


“Very tiresome, indeed. Have you seen Barclay’s mother?”


“No. I’m just going along now.” She put a handkerchief and a pencil in the pocket of her woollen jacket.


“Right-o.”


He opened the door and went downstairs again, whistling. Miss Curtis followed him to the head of the stairs and then turned off down the passage to her right. She walked quickly with short steps, and her head was bowed.


Captain Barclay stood up as McIsaacs entered his study.


“Good afternoon,” smiled the latter, “so sorry to keep you waiting.”


He looked thin and even handsome beside the other men. His smile was particularly alert and friendly. They shook hands. Captain Barclay was a thick-set man with sandy hair and a red face. He was smartly dressed and had kept on his dark blue overcoat.


“You are smoking I see,” went on McIsaacs, taking out a cigarette. “You didn’t go to chapel?”


“We couldn’t get in.”


“Oh, you mean Senior Chapel? I was going to say there’s usually room in Junior.”


“Yes, Senior. We’ve never been at all since Roger was there. How long will it be before Wilfrid gets moved there too?”


“Next term I should think, with luck. Do take a pew.”


Barclay sat down in an armchair and the house master at the end of the sofa facing him. A large portrait of Mrs. McIsaacs as a girl hung over the mantelpiece. There was no fire in the grate.


“Did you find Wilfrid sitting up and taking nourishment so to speak?” said McIsaacs, crossing his legs. “Miss Curtis meant him to receive you out of bed.”


“Yes, he was sitting up in his room.”


“And fairly cheerful I should imagine?”


“Oh yes. Very sick at having missed his football lately.”


“I know. Still, he won’t have missed the Junior House Tie.”


“Is he going to be any good, do you think?” Barclay threw his cigarette into the empty fireplace. “Roger says he’s an awfully unreliable kick.”


“So’s old Roger himself, for the matter of that,” chuckled McIsaacs. “No, I think the only trouble with Wilfrid is his old eyes. He can’t see properly at all without his glasses, as you know. Anyway, he’s dead keen, and that tells most of all with boys of his age.”


“I don’t believe Roger’s as keen as he was. I was asking him about the Senior House Ties this afternoon and he didn’t seem to know much about the form.”


Barclay put one hand in the pocket of his overcoat and cleared his throat.


“No. The fact is, of course, that there’s a certain age where most boys make a bally nuisance of themselves,” replied McIsaacs. “Roger’s just about at the age when they don’t take an interest in anything.”


“Really? You’d expect they would get more out of life as they got a bit older.”
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